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CHRISTMAS WITH DAD'S MAFIA FRIEND 


When my dad’s best friend unexpectedly shows up in our 
house in the middle of the night, I’m expecting a good 
reason why he didn’t knock or tell us he was here. But what 
| really want is to tell him how I’ve felt about him for so long 
and how his arrival seems like the Christmas gift | never 
though I'd get, but always hoped for. And | can’t help but 
wonder if this Christmas will be the first time | give my 
dad’s best friend the gift I’ve been saving just for him. 


It’s been years since this older man has seen me, and when 
he looks this younger woman up and down it’s clear he 
can see I’m not a little girl anymore. | want to light up his 
life, but he’s acting like there’s a dark past threatening to 
catch up with him. 


But what happens when dad’s mafia friend catches me 
alone? Will his possessive side come out and claim me once 
and for all, or will he find a way to resist the desire that’s 
pulling us together? And can my parents resist their nagging 
suspicion that something is going on between Marco and |, 
and their urge to tear us apart? 


With a dark cloud hanging over Marco’s head, it’s 
questionable that he'll even survive... but when he promises 
me what we have will survive, always, | know that for the 
first time in my life | got exactly what | wanted for 
Christmas. Him. 


*Christmas With Dad’s Mafia Friend is an insta-everything 
standalone instalove romance with an HEA, no cheating, 
and no cliffhanger. 


NEWSLETTER 


Wake up to a free, new, original story on Christmas morning 
by joining my mailing list and staying subscribed. 


Click here >> Get a FREE book for Christmas 


CHAPTER 1 


Eloise 


There’s someone in our house. An intruder. | can hear them 
moving around downstairs. I’m sitting in my bed with the 
duvet up to my chin like a child. | Know my parents are both 
asleep in their room, but | Know | heard the door downstairs 
open. 

So who’s in the house? 


| take a shaky breath and force myself to get out of bed. | 
could call 911 right now, but maybe the sound of my voice 
on the phone will alert the intruder. | need to go and see 
who it is. Maybe this is all a big misunderstanding. 


With my heart slamming hard against my ribcage, | head out 
onto the landing and peer down. In the dark, | can see a 
shadowy figure, but | can’t make out their features. Their 
figure is tall and bulky. They’re clearly strong and fit...but | 
don’t know many men like that. Who could possibly be in 
our house if not a burglar? 


There’s nothing for it. | have to try the police. | head back to 
my room to find my phone, but I realize | left it downstairs. | 
have no choice, but to sneak down and reach our 
landline...before the intruder spots me. 


I’m filled with adrenaline as | creep down the stairs. There’s 
no sign of the man to be seen. But then | see the light switch 
on in my father’s office and | know exactly where to go. | 
slink into the kitchen to grab the phone and a knife to 
protect myself. | begin to dial 911, ready to report the 
incident to the police. 


Someone grabs me from behind covering my mouth with 
their hand. | scream against their warm palm, but the man 


holds me firm. His grip is strong on me, but he doesn’t hurt 
me. And suddenly, | get the feeling that | might know the 
man holding me in place. 


“It’s alright. I’m not going to hurt you,” a gruff voice says in 
my ear. | gasp. I’d know that voice anywhere. 


He releases me and | turn around to look at the love of my 
life in the eye. 


Marco has barely changed in the years since I last saw him. 
My dad’s old friend, as far as | know, they hadn’t been in 
touch since | was a young girl. His handsome Italian features 
are just as alluring to me as when | first fell in love with him. 
l'II bet he’s never even looked my way before, | was way too 
young for him when we last saw each other, but | think of 
him all the time. I’ve always wanted him and only him. I’ve 
dreamt so many times of the night he’d take my virginity 
from me, even though | believed it would never happen. I’ve 
spent every night since | fell head over heels for him 
dreaming that he’d come back and find me. 


But | never expected this. 


His dark eyes seem to widen as he takes me in. He hasn’t 
seen me since | was a young girl. Now I’m a woman. His eyes 
scan me with an intensity that I’ve craved from him for so 
long. He looks at me like he wants something from me, 
something | desperately want to give him. 


“Eloise...” he growls. “It’s been a while.” 


| back myself up against the counter, dropping the knife 
atop it. He’s always been intimidating with his huge muscles 
and his height, but I’m not afraid of him. | know he’d never 
hurt me. Even after rumors started circulating that Marco 
was bad news, | always knew I'd be able to trust him for life. 
He’s a good man... perhaps misunderstood, but good all the 
same. | can feel it in my bones. 


“Marco, what are you doing here? And how did you get 
inside?” 


Marco dangles a set of keys in front of my eyes. “Your father 
gave me these years ago...in case of an emergency.” 


My eyes widen. “Is this...is this an emergency?” 


Marco gives me a look that says he’s said too much. Just 
then, | hear footsteps on the stairs, tentatively creeping 
down to see what’s going on. It must be my father. | long to 
spend more precious seconds alone with Marco as it’s been 
so long since I’ve seen him, but | get the feeling this isn’t 
going to be some happy little reunion. 


My father appears in the kitchen holding a gun. | gasp and 
instinctively duck behind Marco’s hulking figure. | know that 
my father wouldn’t shoot, of course. He bought it years ago 
to ward away burglars, but he never bought any bullets to 
go with it. 

“Don’t hurt my daughter,” he says in a quiet tone. He’s 
never been the intimidating sort, unlike Marco, he sounds 
more terrified than intimidating. Marco steps forward out of 
the darkness. 

“Jacob, it’s Marco. It’s time that you repay your favor to me.” 
My father lowers his gun with shaking hands. “Marco, you 
can’t be here.” 


“| need a place to stay,” Marco growls. “You gave me your 
word.” 

“Please...Marco...this is my home...don’t do this.” 

Marco storms forward and grabs my father by the arm. “Let’s 
talk somewhere private. | don’t want any trouble.” 

“Then let go,” my father replies meekly, but Marco is already 
dragging him toward the office. He shoves my father inside 
and slams the door behind him. 

I’m shaking with a mixture of fear and excitement. | can’t 
believe he’s shown up here after all these years. | spent so 
long pining for him, and now he’s right here in my house. 


But what is he doing here? What unfinished business does 
he have with my father? 

| need to know. 

| creep up to the office and press my ear to the closed door. 
If | strain my ears, | can hear the low sound of their 
conversation unfolding inside. 

“You promised Jacob, a favor for a favor.” 

“But...out that was years ago Marco. When we were young 
men, things aren’t the same now. | have a daughter to 
protect. And my wife...” 

“Time doesn’t change what | did for you. You can’t back out 
on me,” Marco growls. It sounds like a threat and a promise 
all rolled into one. 

“But...but.” 

“I’m not asking you. I’m telling you, you will allow me to stay 
here. Debts must be paid. | never thought you'd be this 
cowardly.” 

“You're asking me to put my family in danger...you don’t 
understand. You can’t possibly.” 

“You think | don’t know what’s at stake?” Marco laughs 
without humor. “You have no idea what I’ve been through, 
but | would never put your family in danger...especially not 
your daughter.” 

For some reason, | feel my cheeks heat up. His voice sounds 
so deep and sexy, to hear myself mentioned by him feels so 
personal. It’s like he’s vowing to protect me above all else. 
“Marco, | want to help. | really do.” 

“| promise you won’t be in any danger. Your family is safe. | 
just need somewhere to stay until things...blow over.” 

“And how long will that be?” 

“As long as it takes,” Marco growls. “Or would you prefer that 
| tell your wife about what you did? How you almost 
destroyed your own family.” 


There’s silence on the other side of the door. Curiosity is 
building inside me. | have no idea what he’s referring to. My 
father has always been a family man, he’s certainly never 
been unfaithful or put us in danger, so what does Marco 
mean? Is he making empty threats...or does he really have 
something on my dad? 


| hear my father sigh. “It’s the holiday season...it’s not 
appropriate for you to be here.” 

“| won’t disturb your plans. | just need a place to sleep. You'll 
barely see me.” 


| hold my breath. If Marco stays...then I'll get to see more of 
him. I’ve never wanted anything so much in my life. | close 
my eyes and pray that my father will agree. It sounds like 
he’s not really in a position to say no anyway. 


“Alright,” my father says. “But any sign of trouble, and you'll 
have to go.” 

“I understand,” Marco says. He doesn’t thank my father, but 
| hear them both rising from their chairs and heading for the 
door. | gasp and scurry into the shadows, not wanting to be 
caught eavesdropping on them. 


My father exits first, stomping upstairs as though to point 
out that he’s not happy about the whole ordeal. Marco 
comes out next, his huge, sexy frame taking up the whole 
doorway. | so desperately want to go back to five minutes 
ago, when his body was pressed against mine and his hand 
was over my mouth...even with the fear that was in my 
heart, being up against him was nothing short of 
exhilarating. 


He looks around him and I know somehow that he’s looking 
for me. His eyes fall on the place where I’m hiding in the 
shadows and | swear his eyes are fixated on mine. 


“Eloise, come out of the dark, so that | can see you.” 


Marco 


| hold my breath as she steps out of the shadows. Once 
again, | can’t help being surprised at the person standing in 
front of me. The last time | saw her, she had braces and 
pigtails in her hair. Now, she’s a young woman. And | can’t 
take my fucking eyes off her. 


Her slim body is so petite, | bet | could wrap my two hands 
around her in one go. Her blonde hair falls in waves over her 
shoulders. She’s wearing a silk nightgown that’s thin 
enough to see the outline of her erect nipples through the 
material. Fuck, it’s hot. | want to run my tongue over them 
and pull at them with my teeth. | want to leave marks on her 
neck from kissing her sexy smooth skin. | want to feel her 
small body beneath me as I take her and fuck her all night 
long. 

| can’t believe I’m even thinking about this. I’m in enough 
trouble as it is without adding a sexy young thing into the 
equation. I’ve never allowed a woman to distract me before 
but Eloise...now that I’m seeing her here, it’s like seeing her 
for the first time. | want her body. | want to make her mine. | 
want to cum inside her and fill her up with my babies over 
and over again. 


Looking at her, I’ve never craved anything so much in my 
life. 


“You'll get yourself in trouble sneaking around in the dark 
like that,” | growl, taking a step towards her. She gasps as | 
gently brush her hair off her shoulder to inspect her face. 
The way | grabbed her before, I’m concerned | might’ve hurt 
her. 


“| didn’t mean to scare you earlier,” | tell her. | have to stop 
myself from cupping her cheek in my hand. If | do, | won’t be 
able to control myself from taking her body right here and 
now in the corridor. 


She’s trembling slightly under my touch. “If I’d known it was 
you...! wouldn’t have been scared. | thought there was an 


intruder.” 


“| don’t scare you at all?” | murmur, glancing her up and 
down. She swallows. 

“Not in the ways you might imagine,” she whispers. I’m not 
entirely sure what she means by that, but somehow, it 
intrigues me even more. | wish | could touch her, | wish 
things were simpler, but I’m bad news. l'Il bring her nothing 
but trouble. | grip her shoulder and she gasps, her body 
gravitating closer to mine. The sexual tension between us is 
strong and magnetic, but | have to ignore it. | have to let her 
know that she’s not what | came here for, even if | can’t tell 
her what brought me here, or that | wish she was the reason 
| was staying. 

“Eloise...l’m going to be here a while. But you should stay 
away from me,” | tell her gruffly. Her eyes are filled with fear 
and curiosity at the same time. 


“Why?” she asks. Her body is so close to mine now that | can 
feel the heat radiating off her. If | move my other hand just a 
little, it’ll be halfway up her nightdress before | know it. 
Close to the part of her that I’m desperate to touch, | want to 
feel her wetness soaking my fingers. | want to be inside her 
tight little pussy. | want to hear her screaming my name as | 
fuck her left, right and center. But | have to hold 
back...because one touch out of place might mean she’s in 
danger. 


“I'm no good,” | growl. “You don’t understand...and | can’t 
tell you about it. But I’m dangerous, I’m not the man you 
think | am.” 

“I’m not a little girl anymore,” Eloise whispers, her blue eyes 
meeting mine. “I can handle myself.” 

“Not around me you can’t,” | say darkly. “You're so 
young...you’ve got such a long life ahead of you, stay away 
from me...it’s for your own good. For your safety.” 


| know if | stay around her any longer, l'Il do something | 
shouldn't. | let go of her arm and immediately miss the 
feeling of her skin on mine. | turn my back on her and walk 
away, but as I do, | hear her whisper something into the 
darkness. 

“| don’t want to stay away.” 


CHAPTER 2 


Eloise 


Last night, after all the drama had unfolded, | got back into 
bed, feeling frustrated beyond belief. For the first time in 
years, | got to touch Marco. | got to feel his grip on my 
shoulder. | got to feel his warm hand clasped over my mouth 
and his member pressed against me as my back was pulled 
into his chest. | got to feel how it would be if my dreams 
came true and | got to spend my life living with the man I’ve 
lusted after for years. 


And yet, he walked away from me. That’s something | always 
feared would happen. Except this was worse because | could 
tell he wanted me in the way that | want him. | know he 
wanted to explore my body. | know he wanted to keep 
touching me even when he shouldn’t. | saw how his eyes 
wandered to the most intimate parts of my body, and | felt 
myself light up with every flicker of his gaze. 

But still, he walked away. My fear was always that he’d keep 
his distance because he considered me too young, or 
unattractive. But now | know that we're looking at each 
other with the same thing in mind, it makes it even harder to 
admit to myself that we can never be. 


I’ve never wanted for anything, but him. I’ve never had any 
interest in another man. I’ve kept my virginity intact, waiting 
for him to come and claim it as his own in his sexy masculine 
way. And now he’s living under my roof, breathing the same 
air as me and it seems | still don’t have a shot at the thing 
that would complete me. 


But now it’s morning, and | can hear my parents arguing in 
loud whispers in their bedroom. | put on my robe and head 


to their room. This is family business, and | want to be a part 
of it. Plus, | want to see if | can glean more information from 
dad about why Marco might be here. 

As | open the door, | can see my mother’s face is twisted in 
anger. 

“Talk some sense into your father Eloise. | can’t believe he’s 
let this stranger into our home!” 

“He’s not a stranger,” | say carefully. “I remember him from a 
long time ago. I’m just confused as to why he’s here.” 

“I wish | knew,” my father says honestly. “Years ago he did 
me a favor. He kept saying that | owed him...but it’s been 
fifteen years now, and | thought all was forgotten.” 

“So kick him out!” 

“We're old friends.” 

“You weren’t talking like old friends,” | say quietly. My father 
sighs. 

“A debt is a debt.” 

“Oh, and when did you become so honorable?” my mother 
Snorts. “If you don’t get rid of him, | will. But trust me, if you 
make me do it, | won’t be happy. Not happy at all.” 
“Mom...maybe we should let him stay.” 

Both my parents turn to look at me like I’m crazy. 
“Darling...a man like that has no place here. He’s a brute. 
He’s no good for our family,” my mother says in a 
patronizing tone. 

“You don’t even remember him.” 

“He came into our house in the middle of the night, Eloise! | 
doubt he was here to bake Christmas cookies and leave gifts 
under the tree, you need to grow up and see what | see. He’s 
going to ruin everything for us and put our lives at risk.” 
“Calm down, darling,” my father says in a soothing voice. “l 
know you’re concerned...but he’s going to have to stay.” 


“And why is that? Because you owe him?” 


“Yes,” my father says sternly. “| do owe him. It won’t be for 
long, he’s promised to keep a low profile, he won’t bother us. 
Just go about your life as normal. Just pretend he’s not even 
here.” 


My mother throws her hands up in the air in exasperation. 
“Great. Thanks. | feel so much better now. Who are you 
going to invite into the house next? A bunch of thugs? An 
entire gang? A terrorist?” 


My father shakes his head. “He’s not a bad man, 
Rachel...give him a chance. If anything goes wrong, | swear 
l'Il get rid of him.” 


My mother falls quiet for the first time. She sighs in 
annoyance raising her hand to point at him. “One sign of 
trouble, one little issue.” 

“| know. He'll be out on the streets. | swear.” 


My mother huffs several times and I hold my breath. | don’t 
want Marco to leave when I have so many questions, and so 
much more that | want from him. She eventually sighs. 


“Fine. But I’m not happy about it.” 


My mother storms out of the room and | sigh in relief. It’s 
bought me more time, though | don’t know how much. I’m 
desperate to know so much about him, and | know I have to 
get close to him before he’s forced to leave. 

That shouldn’t be too hard when he’s stuck in the house 
with nowhere to go. 


Marco 


| didn’t sleep last night. | spent all night awake in the spare 
bedroom, thinking. I’ve slept here a few times when I was 
younger and Jacob was newly married. We used to hit the 
town and joke about women | was never interested in. And 


now, I’m in the same bed in the same house, wondering how 
I’ve managed to fall in lust with Jacob’s daughter. 


From the moment | saw her, | needed her. Now, | can’t 
imagine moving on with my life without her in it. Even 
though | should have much more pressing matters in mind, 
my thoughts are consumed with her sexy little body. 

I’m lying in bed with the curtains drawn, trying to calm 
down my throbbing erection, but it’s impossible when I can’t 
get her out of my head. | have to think of a game plan. 
Because as much as I'd love to stay in this house forever 
playing Happy Family and daydreaming about Eloise, there’s 
a man out there trying to kill me. A man who has carved my 
name on a bullet meant to end my life. And with it, all 
fantasies of having a future with a woman. 


My life has never been easy. It’s always had complications. 
I’ve lived on the streets. I’ve gotten into fights. I’ve come 
close to death more times than | can count. And yet, the 
complication of a woman has never arisen. 

Until now. 

And the timing isn’t exactly convenient. A month ago, | 
would’ve fucked her by now. | would’ve grabbed her the 
second | saw her and fucked her right there in the kitchen. 
I’m a man of impulse. | don’t let fear hold me back, and | 
certainly wouldn’t let it stand in the way of me and Eloise. 


But now there’s a hitman standing in the way. He’s been 
instructed to kill me for something | didn’t do. | might be in 
the mafia business, but | keep my hands clean where 
possible. | don’t like to screw with men who shouldn't be 
screwed with. That’s down to my other buddies. And yet its 
my life on the line, not theirs. 

When | joined them at the age of eighteen, | was full of 
spunk and excitement. | wanted to be a part of something, a 
‘family’ as they called it. | never had a relation in the mafia, 


but | soent enough time roaming the streets to know that if 
someone offers you safety, you take it, even if there’s a cost. 


Well I’m learning that cost now. My clever mind got me into 
the thick of an underground poker ring, I’ve helped my 
family make millions of dollars a year through playing the 
game fairly. I’ve lost a fair bit too, it’s the way of the game. 
But when you know the game like | do, you always win 
eventually. And those high stakes don’t seem to matter then. 


| can formulate guesses about which cards will come up. It’s 
a game of luck in some ways, but strategy comes into play 
too. You’ve got to understand the math, and that’s why they 
picked me. I’m smart enough to understand what’s going on. 
It’s the closest thing to being psychic that we can get. 


And then a month ago, my family decided that they weren’t 
winning enough. They wanted to rig the cards, and some big 
shot figured out what they were up to. But I was the one 
sitting at the table, even though | told them it was a bad 
idea. | told them not to let greed downplay their winnings. 
They were playing with fire and they knew it. 


But I’m the only one to have gotten burned. 


Losing two million dollars when you’re in a gang is as bad as 
killing a man. So it’s an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth. | 
just happen to be the metaphorical tooth. 


But Eloise...she makes this so much more complicated. | 
don’t have a lot to lose if | die, but losing her would be worse 
than winding up dead. They could use her against me if we 
get too close. Coming here, | knew | should be safe, but now 
that | know she means something to me...well everything 
just got more complicated. 


| don’t remember much about her from before. She was just 
my pal’s kid. And now she’s this beautiful creature, a 
temptress | can’t ignore. | want her more than life itself. | 
want to fuck her until | can’t walk. | want her to make a 


family with me, a real family that leaves guns and poker out 
of the equation. 


And | think she wants it to. | can sense that she craves 
adventure. In me, she sees an escape from this suburban 
dream her father has been pushing on her. And in her, | see 
a woman who wants everything | want. Excitement without 
danger. Exhilaration without pain. If only | could escape the 
mess I’ve gotten myself into, | could give it all to her and 
more. 


But for now, | have to keep my distance and pray that | don’t 
get her killed. 


CHAPTER 3 


Eloise 


Tonight’s dinner is a proper affair served at the dining table 
with the whole family present, plus Marco. | haven’t seen 
him much today. He’s emerged from his room several times 
to use the bathroom, but he hasn’t eaten a thing or spoken 
to anyone. | wanted to go to his room and talk to him, but | 
knew it was an invasion of privacy. He was clearly staying in 
there for a reason and | didn’t want to be the person to drag 
him away. 

But as my mother cooked dinner, she insisted that my father 
invite Marco to join us. She might not be his biggest fan, but 
she’s certainly not going to be rude to him. She’s got better 
manners than that. 

Plus, | can sense that she’s as curious about Marco as | am. 


As my mother is dishing up, | hear Marco’s heavy footfall on 
the stairs. He enters the dining room with a hard expression 
on his face, but he nods to me as he enters, making me 
blush. My mother puts plates out and Marco sits at the head 
of the table. No one argues with him or points out that he’s 
in my father’s seat. 


I’m excited about this dinner, but nervous too. You can cut 
the tension at the table with a knife, but at least | get to 
spend time with this handsome man who is practically a 
stranger to me, even though | feel a connection between us 
stronger than anything else in my life. 

“How long will you be with us, Marco?” | ask to start off the 
conversation as we tuck into the roast my mother has 
prepared. 


“As long as | have to,” he says gruffly, giving nothing away. | 
get the sense that he likes the mysterious side to himself, 
but also that he’s concerned about what might happen if he 
says too much. It occurs to me that | have no idea what he’s 
been doing all these years we’ve spent apart. | know nothing 
about his work or where he lived or whether he has family in 
town. | glance at his hand and notice there’s no wedding 
ring on his finger. | can’t help feeling relieved about that. 


“You surely won’t stay for Christmas?” my mother says 
coldly. Marco glares up at her and her face turns from fierce 
to fearful. She should’ve known better than to act coldly 
towards him. 


“| said l'Il be here for as long as | need to. Your husband owes 
me, | have to stay here.” 


“Is there nowhere else you can go? No friends, no family you 
can stay with?” 


Marco doesn’t even bother to answer this time. | can see my 
parents exchanging glances, both of them irritated at each 
other and the situation. | need to try and diffuse the tension 
here before my mother blows her lid, but it’s not easy 
knowing that everyone at this table dislikes him, but me. 


“Well, it’ll be nice to have someone else at the table for 
Christmas dinner...it’s always been just the three of us. | 
assume you celebrate it, Marco?” 


His face softens slightly. “Most years. This year’s a little 
different...but it would be nice to be included in your 
celebrations.” 


My mother’s face wavers between her emotions. | can tell 
she wants to feel sorry for him, but she’s worried about 
standing her ground. | smile to myself. She’s easy to wear 
down. The more she likes Marco, the easier it’ll be to 
convince her that he should stay. 


“Well, it’s been a long time since you’ve been in town,” my 
father says carefully. “Perhaps it would be nice to spend it 


here...we could meet up with our old pals. Reminisce.” 


“| don’t think that’s wise,” Marco grumbles. “I’d prefer to 
keep a low profile.” 


I’m fascinated by everything he says. He’s got this dark 
edge to him, this sexy demeanor as he eludes to a life he 
lived before he arrived here. He makes everything sound so 
dangerous and it leaves me with more questions than ever. 
I'd love to know what’s running through his mind, but | 
doubt he'll give up much information. That’s partially what 
intrigues me about him so much. 


But it’s rubbing my parents the wrong way again. | suppose 
they weren’t expecting him to stay in the house 24/7, but he 
seems to be implying that that’s the case. My father clears 
his throat. 


“Marco...if you’re going to stay, we’d better make up some 
ground rules. We'll expect you to help around the house.” 


a Fine.” 


“And my wife could use some help with the chores...you can 
help her with the grocery shopping.” 


“No,” Marco says firmly. “I can’t be seen out in public. | told 
you, | want to keep a low profile.” 


“And what the hell does that mean?” my mother asks. “A low 
profile...as if you didn’t seem shady enough already!” 

“Mom, please! You’re being rude!” | say insistently. My 
mother looks at me with fire in her eyes. 


“Rude? Me? I’m not the one who broke into a house in the 
middle of the night and demanded to have a place to stay!” 
she hisses. She turns to Marco. “And now you're refusing to 
help out?” 

“| told you, | have to remain here. How many times do I have 
to say it?” Marco growls. “I will help you cook. l'Il help you 
fix things. Hell, l'II even clean for you if you want. But I’m 
staying here. And while we’re on the subject, no one must 


know I’m here. Understood? No friends, no family, no 
postmen or anyone else that might show up on your 
doorstep, if you tell people where I am... it'll be bad for you.’ 
My mother cocks an eyebrow. “Is that a threat?” 

Marco glares back. “No. I’m just telling you how things have 
to be. | might seem rude, coming here and telling you how 
to live your lives...but it’s for your own sake. No. One. Must. 
Know. I’m. Here. Clear?” 


Everyone scowls at Marco, but I can’t stop staring at his 
beautiful body. His muscles are defined through his tight 
shirt. He smells incredible, like some smoky cologne that | 
can’t quite place. His very presence just oozes manliness 
and it’s more than | can take. | want him so badly, but he’s 
doing a good job of pissing my family off. Still, | can’t help 
being intoxicated by his domineering attitude, even if it’s at 
the expense of my own family. 


“If you insist you have to stay in the house, then fine. And | 
wouldn’t tell my friends about you if they put a gun to my 
head. | don’t want them knowing we have a guest as rude as 
you staying here. But l'Il agree to your terms...just stay out 
of my way. And have some damn respect,” my mother snaps. 
Marco doesn’t even bother to reply. I’m shaking as | continue 
to eat, wondering what the hell is happening here. It all feels 
like a dream. But as I put my knife and fork down, Marco 
looks up at my mother with a cold expression. 

“Dinner was delicious,” he says without feeling. “I'll be in my 
room.” 

And with that, he leaves. | watch him go, wishing he’d take 
me with him. Back to his room, back to his bed, back into 
the dark presence that he brings when he enters a room. | 
want every part of him he has to offer. 


And yet he insists on pulling away each time we get close. 


, 


Marco 


Staying here is proving to be almost impossible. These 
people ask too many questions. And Eloise...she’s a 
distraction, and not the good kind. She’s too damn beautiful 
for me to focus on the goal; staying out of trouble. She’s got 
the power to bring me to my knees, and it’s a scary thought. 
But | have nowhere else to go, so! have to make this work. 
That means talking to Eloise’s father again. 


I’m waiting for him now in his office. He’s very much the 
same man that | remember from fifteen years ago. He’s 
quick to dismiss anything that he’s not used to. He’s 
protective of his family to a point. He’s skittish, unnerved by 
the slightest hint of danger. It’s clear that Eloise gets her 
guts from her mother. It’s one of the things that attracts me 
to her the most...she might tremble beneath my touch, but | 
can tell that she’s hungry for adventure. She’s not scared of 
what | might bring to this household. 


Maybe she should be. 


Jacob enters his office quietly. | can tell he’s snuck down 
here to speak to me without telling his wife. She’s a 
firecracker for sure, and | can see that he’s scared of getting 
on the wrong side of her. He refuses to look me directly in 
the eye as he sits down at his desk. 

“You wanted to speak to me?” 

| fold my arms over my chest. “Yes. Your wife is getting 
angry, she’s going to try and kick me out if we’re not 
careful.” 

Jacob looks at me like I’m mad. “It’s you that’s rubbing her 
the wrong way. You’re trying to tell her how to live in her own 
house. She doesn’t like the way you're taking control.” 
“Someone has to. I’m not trying to undermine you or your 
wife. I’m trying to keep you all safe.” 

Jacob sighs quietly, hanging his head. “If you were really 
trying to keep us safe, you'd leave.” 


“You know I can’t do that,” | growl, “And you can’t ask that of 
me...given what you owe me.” 


Jacob finally finds the courage to look up at me, and | can 
see the hurt in his eyes. “How long do you plan to hold this 
over my head, exactly? | was young then...| made mistakes.” 
“We all make mistakes, but | was the one that risked my 
neck for you when you were up to yours in gambling debts. | 
helped you out of it when | shouldn’t have. | could’ve been 
killed for helping you win that poker game. Those games are 
high stakes, you know. That means lives are at risk.” 


Jacob runs a hand through his hair anxiously. “I know...and 
l'Il forever be grateful to you for bailing me out...but you’re 
into some shady stuff, Marco. How can you expect me to be 
comfortable with letting you into my family home? My 
daughter is young and fragile.” 


“She’s not as fragile as you might think,” | growl. “I'll bet 
she’s stronger than you are Jacob. She can handle herself. 
And your wife certainly can too. But | swore to you that | 
wouldn’t put them in any danger anyway.” 


“But how can you promise that? You haven’t even told me 
why you’re here...did someone catch you doing something 
you shouldn't have?” He leans in closer, whispering as 
though someone might overhear. “Did you rig the cards?” 


Anger rises inside me and | grab the front of Jacob’s shirt. 
“Now you listen to me. I’ve had a rough path in life. I’ve 
done things | shouldn’t have but don’t ever accuse me of 
being a cheat. All the money | make for the mafia, | make it 
fair and square. | win because I’m good...something you 
wouldn’t understand because you lost all your money on 
those poker tables. You're the one who let your family down. 
You're the one who put them at risk and | was your knight in 
shining armour. So you'd better believe that I’m staying 
here, and you'd better trust my word. Because right now, I’m 
more of an honest man than you’ve ever been.” 


“I've changed!” Jacob says desperately. “I’m not the man | 
was then, I’d never do anything to risk my family’s safety. If 
it’s...1f it’s money you want, l'Il get it for you. You could start 
afresh overseas...you wouldn’t have to run or hide. What 
about that?” 


“| don’t want your money,” | growl. “I’ve made plenty of it. 
But you don’t understand, do you? I’m being tracked. If | 
travel overseas, they'll know. I’m here because | have to be, 
I’m not trying to muscle in on your life. I’m not trying to 
make the past haunt you...but | need this.” 

| hate to admit to anyone that | need anything, but for once, 
| have to. This house is the safest place for me now. | haven’t 
been here in years, so no one will connect me to here in 
particular. Jacob and | haven’t had phone contact, so we'll be 
Okay. This is the closest l'Il come to being invisible. If Jacob 
wasn’t so damn selfish, he’d see that this is only fair. 


Jacob sighs. “Alright. But you need to keep on my wife’s 
good side. She’s about to blow her lid. And...and something 
else.” 

| glare at him with malice in my eyes. “What?” 
“Please...stay away from my daughter.” 

That’s something | don’t think I can promise. | want to do as 
he asks...but something keeps drawing us together. When 
her face comes to my mind, | feel my cock harden in my 
pants. Nothing on earth could make me ignore her when she 
looks so damn good. Not even if my life depends on it. 

And I guess now that | know that fact, maybe, just maybe...| 
can give in to my inhibitions. 


CHAPTER 4 


Eloise 


| can barely hold myself together. It’s torture, knowing the 
man of my dreams is somewhere in this house and I’m not at 
his side right now. I’ve been trying to sleep for hours and | 
haven't managed it so far. 


He’s been here for three days now, keeping a low profile and 
staying out of my mother’s way. Every time she seems ready 
to snap at him again, he swoops in to help her with 
something small, like washing the dishes or changing a 
lightbulb. Each time he does, she softens again, like a cat 
who got the cream. She’s satiated, for now. 

But | can’t help feeling like I’m running out of time, and I’m 
still no closer to him than I was when he arrived. Every time | 
enter a room, it seems like he’s in the process of leaving it. 
He spends most of his time in his room, which has come to 
feel like forbidden ground to the rest of us in the house. Still, 
l'm desperate to find some time alone with him. He doesn’t 
even join us for dinner now, opting to take a plate up to his 
room instead. So | guess if | want to spend time with him, I'll 
have to make the first move. 


| sneak out of my bedroom and down the hallway to his 
room. My heart is thudding hard against my ribcage and | 
can feel warmth pooling between my legs. | want him so 
badly that I’m turned on all the time these days. | wonder 
how he'll react when | show up at his door in nothing but my 
tiny pajamas, my hair tousled from trying to sleep. Will he 
want me as much as I want him? 


| knock quietly, but don’t hear a response. | try again, but 
the room is completely silent. So | turn the doorknob before | 


can stop myself and enter the room. 


It becomes evident immediately that he’s not in his room, 
but he’s left some part of himself behind. He has few 
possessions in the room, but the smell of his smoky cologne 
fills the air, and his carry-on bag is right next to the bed, 
along with his heavy boots. It’s like he’s always ready to 
leave, though he seems to be pretty comfortable here. It 
only succeeds in making me more curious about him...what 
does he want from us here? Where did he come from? Does 
he have plans to keep moving? He’s entirely a mystery and 
some part of me finds it really sexy. 

| hear rustling downstairs and realize he must be down 
there. | check my watch. It’s nearly one am. My parents are 
dead to the world. | close the door quietly, not wanting 
Marco to think I’ve been snooping. | hold a hand to my chest 
to feel my heartbeat as | walk toward the stairs. My pulse is 
so erratic, so fast, that it feels like I’m in some kind of frenzy. 
God knows how l'Il feel when | actually see him face to face. 


| find him in the living room sitting on the sofa, drinking 
whiskey. My heart skips a beat. He’s shirtless as though he’s 
sitting alone in his own house without a care in the world. He 
looks up as | approach, his face devoid of emotion or 
expression. 

“Why aren’t you sleeping?” | ask him quietly, glad that my 
voice doesn’t sound like a little mousey squeak. Marco looks 
away from me and sips his whiskey again. 

“| don’t sleep much.” 

The hint of his warm Italian accent makes me blush. He 
doesn’t say a lot whenever I do see him, so hearing his voice 
is like a gift to me and me alone. | settle down beside him on 
the sofa, sitting as close to him as | dare. 


“I haven’t slept much since you arrived.” 
Marco finally looks my way. “I’m sorry.” 
“I wasn’t blaming you.” 


“I know. But it must be strange to have me here...you 
haven't seen me in such a long time.” 


“You haven’t changed,” | insist, wishing | could reach out 
and run my fingers through his hair. His strong jaw is 
covered in stubble and | want to know how it would feel to 
touch it. But he turns away again, as though he can’t bear to 
look at me. 


“I've changed a lot,” he says darkly. | stare at him, trying to 
suss him out. This handsome man has been on my mind for 
years and yet | know so little about him. He keeps his cards 
close to his chest, a mystery to everyone, but himself. It 
intrigues me, but it also scares me a little. What is he so 
intent on hiding from me and my family. 


“Tell me how you’ve changed.” | whisper. “I want to know 
more about you...especially if you’re going to be here for a 
while.” 


Marco sighs, shaking his head. “You don’t understand,” he 
growls. “I’m not the kind of man you want to get to know, 
the less you know about me, the better. Besides...| have 
nothing of interest to tell a beautiful young woman like 
you.” 


My breath catches in my throat. I’ve been called beautiful 
before, but never by anyone who matters to me. Men will say 
anything when they’re trying to get you into bed, but Marco 
is the opposite. He’s not trying to get in my pants. He’s 
trying to push me away. 

“Look, | Know there’s something going on...and it doesn’t 
bother me.” 


“It should,” Marco growls, his eyes finally meeting mine for 
the first time. He holds my gaze and | can barely breathe. 
“Why can’t you tell me why you’re here?” 


“You ask too many questions, Eloise. You’re going to land 
yourself in real trouble some day.” 


“Well...I’m training to be a lawyer...l guess that means it’s 
my job to question everything.” 


Marco swears under his breath. “A lawyer? Fuck, 
Eloise...even more reason to stay away from someone like 
me. We won't get along if you’re on the right side of the 
law.” 

The right side of the law...my heart pounds with exhilaration. 
Is he implying that he’s some kind of criminal? That he’s 
running away from trouble? Maybe that should scare me, but 
| feel as though | know this man. | know he’d never hurt 
someone for real, or deal in something awful like drugs...so 
whatever it is that he’s done, it doesn’t bother me. Not 
enough to change my mind about him. 


“I can handle myself, Marco. I’m not a little girl.” 


“No you’re not,” Marco growls, finishing off his whiskey. 
“You're certainly not. But you have your whole life ahead of 
you...associating with me can take away all the things that 
you want for yourself, for your future...some things are just 
better left unsaid. You don’t need a man like me 
complicating things for you.” 

| sigh. | can see I’m not getting anywhere with him. | can feel 
this magnetic pull tugging us closer together, but for 
whatever reason, he’s fighting it hard. 


Maybe I need to give him some time to think about what he 
wants. If | walk away now, will he think of me? If | take away 
the option to have me, will it make him want me more? | 
don’t know how these things work. I’ve never been with a 
man before, let alone tried to seduce one. | need to leave the 
ball in his court and see how he decides to play this game. 


| rise from the sofa and | catch him looking at me. His eyes 
run from my ankles, up my bare legs and over my exposed 
things. His eyes settle on my ass and | tug at the hem of my 
silk shorts anxiously. | want him to look at me like this, but it 
makes my heart flutter and my skin turn hot. I’m finally 


figuring out how it feels to be lusted after and damn, it feels 
good. 


“Alright...you’re not much of a talker. | get it,” | say quietly. 
“I'll leave you to it.” 


| head back toward the stairs, Knowing he’s watching my 
every move. Even when I make it back to my room, it’s like | 
can feel his eyes on me. His gaze almost scalds me, leaving 
its mark behind, a sign of his ownership. Well, I’m his. I’m 
his, if he’d just reach out and take me. 


| guess I'll have to wait and see if he will. 


Marco 


| can barely take this anymore. I’ve been constantly hard for 
days, but | don’t want to masturbate. | know that the only 
sense of release l'Il get is when | fuck Eloise. When she 
sauntered downstairs in her tiny little silk pyjamas, her 
breasts pushing out against the fabric of her top and her ass 
carved perfectly by the material of her shorts, | wanted her 
so much I could barely breathe. | forced myself to keep my 
cool, watching her head back upstairs alone, but man, I’m in 
too deep. She’s all | think about, day and night. She’s all | 
care about any more. I’m so focussed on getting a piece of 
that little minx that | keep forgetting why I’m really here. 


But while I’m here I’m safe. That’s why I decided to come 
here. | know l'Il never let my guard down for a second. | 
know for certain that my life will never be simple, always 
looking over my shoulder for the next person who wants to 
stab me in the back. But here, in this house, no one will find 
me. | could have her and no one would have to know. 
Nobody can use her against me because she might as well 
be a stranger as far as they’re concerned. 


And she likes me for who | am. She can see through my hard 
outer shell. She’s attracted to all the things about me that 


she shouldn’t be, but it’s part of who | am. So if she wants 
me the way I am...why shouldn’t | give myself to her? 


| know why. Because I’m trouble. | always have been, ever 
since my druggie father threw me out on the streets and left 
me for dead. | had to become bad to survive. I’ve done 
things that normal people would never dream of doing. And 
yet, I’ve still got a heart and soul. | still want what everyone 
else wants...and right now, | want her, whether it’s a good 
idea or not. 

I’m lying on my bed, shirtless and a little tipsy. It feels hot in 
here, though outside snowflakes are falling hard and fast. 
Through the curtains, | can see the Christmas lights that 
decorate this family home’s garden. | can’t help thinking of 
everything | missed out on in my childhood around this time 
of year. | spent several Christmasses huddled under a 
cardboard box for shelter, my fingers frozen to the bone. | 
spent several in shelters too until my mafia family found me. 
| never celebrated it like normal people do. | never had any 
gifts under a tree or a Christmas dinner waiting for me. I’ve 
never gotten the things I’ve craved in life, not even after 
years of parties and money and the promise of sex with hot 
women that the mafia lifestyle promised me. Those things 
never mattered to me. 


Eloise...she matters to me. 


Why shouldn’t | get what | want for the first time? Why 
should | be denied the pleasure of having her body 
underneath mine? Why should | be the one person who has 
to sacrifice everything, but get nothing in return. 


| hear soft footsteps on the landing and | know it’s her. She’s 
headed into the bathroom, but when she comes out, I’m 
going to make her mine. I’ve held off for too long, and now | 
can feed need surging inside me like a volcano waiting to 
erupt. I’m fighting fate by not being with her. And now, I’m 
determined to get what | want. 


When I hear the door open again, | burst from my room and 
make my way toward her. She turns in surprise just in time 

to see me sweep her into my arms and kiss her like no one 

has ever been kissed before. 


CHAPTER 5 


Eloise 


With his strong arms around me and his hot lips exploring 
my own, I’m in heaven. I’ve never felt so dizzy, so consumed 
by a person that they take my breath away. He sweeps me 
off my feet and carries me toward his bedroom as | moan 
against his lips. My heart is racing as he kicks his bedroom 
door closed behind us. My father is only next door. If he 
overhears something suspicious, he’s going to come and see 
what’s going on. 

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” | whisper, even as my lips 
crash against his once more. My legs wrap around Marco’s 
waist and he backs me up against the door, pressing himself 
against me. 

“Don’t worry about your parents. Don’t think about anything 
but this,” he growls in my ear, nipping the soft skin of my 
lobe. | moan in delight. I’m experiencing sensations now that 
I’ve never explored before. His hot, wet tongue trails down 
my neck, then over my prominent collarbones. He nibbles 
the skin, sending shivers through my entire body. 


“You're mine,” he says in his gruff voice. “Tonight it’s just me 
and you. Forget the rest.” 


| want to so desperately. | release the tension in my 
shoulders and concentrate instead on the exhilaration I’m 
feeling. It’s almost exciting to think that we might get 
caught. As much as I don’t want that to happen, the feeling 
that we’re getting away with something forbidden feels 
delicious. 


“Aren’t you afraid of what my father will do if he finds us?” | 
ask, more out of curiosity than out of nerves. He nuzzles his 


face in between my breasts, nudging the fabric of my silk 
top aside. 


“No. I’m not afraid of anyone or anything,” he growls. “| 
always get what | want. And | want you. No one is going to 
get in the way of us. I’m having you. Right. Now.” 


The promise takes my breath away. Then, he carries me 
toward the bed and throws me down on it and | skip a breath 
yet again. With one yank, he rips open my pyjama shirt, 
scattering buttons everywhere. | gasp in delight as my 
breasts are exposed to him for the first time. No man has 
ever seen me naked before, but I’m glad he’s the first to get 
a glimpse beneath my clothes. 


His mouth is hot and hungry as her explores my chest. I’m 
whimpering in delight as he licks and nips his way over my 
stomach, my breasts, my nipples and my neck. | let out one 
gasp louder than the rest and he clamps his hand over my 
mouth roughly. It takes me by surprise, but I love it. | love 
the feeling that he’s in control. | love being submissive to his 
touch. 


When his teeth tug at my nipple, | know my cries will be 
muffled by his hand, but nerves kick in. We’re playing with 
fire here. And yet I’m ready to get burned. He kisses his way 
down my body, over my stomach and the top of my pyjama 
bottoms. | want him to tug them from my body with as little 
regard as he did for my shirt. | want him to see everything | 
have to offer. I’ve waited for so long to impress this man, and 
now that the moment’s arrived, | hope I’ve got everything he 
wants. 


His appreciative growl seems to suggest | do. He tugs my 
shorts down with his teeth, revealing my lacy panties 
beneath. He kneels properly on the floor by the bed, 
removing his hand from my mouth in order to tug me by my 
legs closer to him. My sopping wet pussy gets closer to his 
face as he buries it between my thighs, sighing in content at 
what’s in store for him. He licks me through my underwear, 


nudging my clit as he does. | jerk in response, surprised by 
the intimacy of the touch. | never expected it to feel so 
good, especially when he’s barely made contact with my 
Skin yet. He tugs at my panties and | lift my legs to help him 
remove them, flicking them away with my toes. Then, he 
growls again, finally getting a proper look at me. He eyes up 
my wet pubic hair and the prize underneath it. He breathes 
in deeply, taking in my scent, enjoying the moment quietly 
to himself. 

And then he moves in to kiss my most intimate place. His 
lips close over my folds gently before his tongue joins in, 
slowly and torturously licking over my pussy. | have to cover 
my own mouth to stop myself from screaming out in 
pleasure. My thighs clamp around his face, but he doesn’t 
complain. In fact, he seems to like it, and he begins to pick 
up speed, licking me fervently until I’m squirming beneath 
his touch. 


Damn, he’s good. | might not have anything to compare this 
too, but he’s taken me to a level of ecstasy | didn’t know was 
possible. | thrust myself against his face, unable to get 
enough of his sweet, soft movements on my most intimate 
place. 


| can feel myself edging toward my first orgasm and | clutch 
at the sheets on the bed, panting hard. All of a sudden, 
fireworks explode behind my eyes and I cry out quietly, my 
chest heaving in blissful delight. But he doesn’t stop there. 
He doesn’t even allow me to breathe for a second before he 
forces me to roll onto my front. 


“On your knees,” he orders me, and I’m all too happy to 
obey. | don’t know what he has planned, but | feel certain | 
want to be a part of it. | get on all fours, checking behind me 
to see if he’s satisfied. He certainly seems to be. He buries 
his face between my ass cheeks, slowly licking from my 
pussy up to my asshole. It makes me weak in the knees, but 
he doesn’t seem intent on carrying on. When he reaches the 


top, he moves away and examines my body. He circles the 
bed, his eyes running over me. He sees the way my breasts 
hang temptingly, and how my ass is arched in the air. He 
heads back behind me, examining my wetness with a low 
growl. Then, before | know it, he’s diving in for more. 


Two fingers slide inside my pussy and | sigh gently. I’ve 
never been penetration before and | expected it to hurt, but 
I’m far too wet for that to be the case. He begins to finger 
fuck me and | moan in satisfaction, pushing myself back up 
against his hand to get him further inside me. He seems to 
like my method, enjoying my ass bouncing as | back up 
against his fingers over and over again. 

| feel him slide another finger inside me and my eyes widen 
with pleasure. When he recognizes how much | like it, he 
increases his rhythm, fucking my pussy so hard and fast that 
| get dizzy. | cum again for a second time, panting 
desperately as he sends me over the edge. Still, he won’t let 
me stop. Not that | want to, but I’m so exhilarated, that | feel 
like | might collapse. I’m worried that I’m being loud too, but 
| have no control over my body anymore. He keeps going, 
caressing my clit as he continues to penetrate me. I’m 
sweating, but it feels sexy knowing it’s because he’s making 
me this way. He’s reducing me to a writhing mess on his bed 
and | fucking love it. 


He tosses me onto my back and hovers over me, continuing 
to touch me as he undoes his belt. I’m breathless with 
anticipation. l'II finally get to see what he’s hiding under his 
pants. l'Il finally get to see the man I’ve lusted after all my 
life in full. l'II get to see the man who is going to take my 
virginity in all his glory. | run my tongue over my lips, desire 
pooling over his fingers as he sends me over the edge for a 
third time in less than ten minutes. 

His manhood is so impressive that it takes my breath away. 
It’s hard and ready to go, its massive length a little 
intimidating to me, but still just as enticing. He looks at me 


in interest as | raise to my knees to get closer to him. | want 
to suck him off. | want to feel his hot load slide down my 
throat as | finish him off. | want to be intimate with him ina 
way I’ve never ever wanted to before. | take his cock in my 
hand, stroking its length as we look one another deep in the 
eyes. 

“Let me taste you,” | whisper as my lips gently kiss the tip of 
his dick. He doesn’t say anything, but he doesn’t refuse so | 
slide my mouth over his cock, my tongue helping me out as | 
take him in. He groans and clutches my hair with one hand. 
His chest is toned and muscular...certainly a good piece of 
eye candy for while I’m getting him off. He nudges his cock 
further into my mouth with one thrust of his hips and | 
moan, allowing the vibrations from the back of my throat to 
send a shock through him. I’m confident that | can give him 
exactly what he wants right now. Even if I’ve never done this 
before, | can respond to his movements, his noises, his 
needs. My tongue assists in pleasuring him as | pick up the 
pace, my hand fondling his balls as | take him deeper and 
deeper into my mouth. 

| close my eyes and enjoy his quiet growls, knowing I’m the 
cause of them. | can tell he likes it and it sours me on. I’ve 
always fantasized about this; pleasuring him to the point of 
release just to make him happy. All | want is for him to be 
pleased by me...and me alone. 


| feel his hand move to cup my breast and | moan as he 
pinches my nipple hard. I like his roughness. | never 
expected to want it this way...all my fantasies have been soft 
and gentle and childish. But to have a real man gripping my 
sensitive nubs with such passion makes me wet between my 
legs. | readjust, wetly sucking on his cock. As | take him in 
my mouth over and over, | look up at the man of my dreams 
and see him looking at me with fire and lust in his eyes. He 
pinches my other nipple and grips my hair hard, forcing me 
to take him further into my mouth. He’s so deep now that | 


could choke on his length, but | keep going. | love the 
feeling of this, and | can sense that his climax is coming. 


He grunts loudly as he thrusts into my mouth several more 
times. | groan pleasurably as | feel his hot load burst into my 
mouth, coating my tongue and sliding down my throat. He 
groans in quiet pleasure. | get the sense he’s not the kind of 
man for a dramatic finish, but his quiet pleasure is evident 
on his face. He’s softened a little in his moment of ecstasy 
and | lick my lips, feeling glad to have calmed him down, 
even for a second. | wish | knew his secrets, but what we’ve 
just shared feels like a secret in itself. 

Both of us are still electrically charged and panting for 
breath, but with the taste of him on my tongue and my body 
aching, I’m certain it must be over for tonight. But then 
Marco crawls on the bed on top of me, growling as he towers 
over me. 


“Now I’m going to fuck you,” he whispers in his gruff voice. 
It sends shockwaves through me. | wasn’t expecting him to 
come out with something so sexy moments after he finished, 
but now, I’m filled with nerves. | felt safe in the knowledge 
that | had a little more time to prepare for losing my 
virginity. But if we do this tonight...then how will I tell him 
the truth about me? I’ve never done this before...doesn’t he 
deserve to know that? 


He leans in for a raw kiss full of passion and hunger. | feel 
myself leaning into the kiss, excited, but also nervous. | 
should tell him. | should tell him. | should tell him. 

But then we hear a stirring in the night. A movement next 
door. He releases my lips from his and looks down at me in 
shock. We both have the same thought. 


It must be my father. 


Marco 


Shit. Maybe we were too loud, now Eloise’s father is coming 
this way. | think fast, bundling Eloise and her tattered 
pyjamas into the closet. | give her an apologetic look, but 
she’s smiling. | think she finds this whole thing amusing. 
She’s quite something, that girl...no wonder | can’t resist her. 


| put my boxers on and arrange the bed to look like I’ve just 
gotten up. By the time he knocks on the door, I’m calm and 
collected. Twenty five years in the mafia has taught me to 
think fast, | guess. 


| open the door and find Jacob standing before me. He looks 
intimidated by my half naked form as he cowers away from 
me in his pinstripe pyjamas. 

“You okay?” | ask him calmly. He turns his nose up at me. 


“| thought | heard a noise...sounded like someone grunting. | 
thought you’d managed to get some woman back here or 
something, seems like something you'd do.” 


| shake my head, trying to keep my cool. If | blow my lid now, 
he'll kick me out for sure, and | can’t risk that. | hope that 
Eloise doesn’t read into that comment, though. | want her to 
know that I’d never do that with any woman...the only one | 
want is her. My aggressive boner is returning just at the 
thought of her and | hope Jacob won’t notice. 


“I think you’re paranoid,” | say, my voice devoid of emotion. 
“| was asleep until you knocked on the door, maybe | was 
making noises in my sleep.” 

It’s a smooth lie, and he’s got no evidence to suggest that’s 
not the truth...unless he looks in the closet and finds his 
daughter hiding. 

“I’ve got a right to be paranoid you’re not exactly top of my 
list of favorite people,” Jacob hisses, looking nervous. “Given 
your past,” 

“Look,” | interrupt sharply, not wanting him to say anything 
that might incriminate me. | can bet that Eloise is listening 
to this conversation. “You’re right. But I’m not the only one 


with bad things in my past. Grow a backbone Jacob, and 
don’t come knocking in the middle of the night. Or | might 
be tempted to knock on your wife’s door in the middle of the 
night and tell her what you used to get up to.” 


Jacob blushes. | can tell I’ve got him stumped once again. | 
wonder how many times he'll try to intimidate me before he 
gives up and accepts that he owes me a place in his home. 
I’m not asking too much of him and it irritates me that he 
won't let this lie. | just want to focus on staying alive...and 
on his gorgeous daughter. 


“Fine, | guess l'Il bid you goodnight,” Jacob says. | close the 
door before he’s even walked away, breathing a sigh of 
relief. It was a close call. | can see some of Eloise’s buttons 
scattered across the room, so it’s a good thing he didn’t 
notice that. We need to be more careful. 


| give it a few minutes before | open the closet and Eloise 
has the sense to stay put as well, just in case Jacob tries to 
catch us out again. But when | hear loud snoring from next 
door, | feel safe again. Feeling high from my experience with 
Eloise and ready for more, | open the closet door to let her 
out. But what | see in front of me isn’t good. 


She’s wearing the remains of her tattered pyjamas and 
holding something in her hand that she shouldn’t ever have 
found. She turns to look at me in utter horror. 


In her hand, she holds my cold, black pistol. 


CHAPTER 6 


Eloise 


| can barely believe it. I’m standing in my first lover’s 
bedroom after the most incredible experience of my life after 
almost getting caught by my own father, and now I’m 
holding a gun in my hand and wondering what the hell is 
going on. 

The object feels cold and foreign in my hand. | have no idea 
if it’s loaded, but it feels dangerous to me either way. And 
here | was thinking that | was getting to know Marco, 
apparently not if he’s hiding a pistol in his closet. 

“What’s the meaning of this?” | hiss, shaking as I hold it at 
arm’s length. I’m terrified of doing something wrong and 
making it go off in my hand. Marco steps toward me and 
prise the awful thing from my hand before I can do anything 
stupid. He grabs my shoulders. 


“You shouldn’t have seen that, but | tried to warn you about 
me Eloise. I’ve got a dark past...you don’t understand.” 


“Then help me understand,” | plead. “I’m not expecting you 
to be some kind of perfect man...all | want from you is some 
honesty. What’s going on here, Marco? Why do you have a 
gun...why are you staying in our house? | have a right to 
know.” 

Marco turns his back on me and | fear that | might not get 
the answers I’m looking for. I’m terrified that he might just 
up and leave to escape having this conversation. But he’s a 
good man...| can feel it in my bones. He’s not going to leave 
here. Not at least until he’s given me a proper explanation. 


“Sit down,” Marco growls, and | do as he asks. He paces in 
front of me, clearly frustrated with how things have played 


out. We never got to finish what we started, for one. And 
now, the truth is being forced out of him when he’s not 
ready to share it. Still, wnen he stops pacing and looks me in 
the eye, | know he wants to be as honest as possible with me 
now. 


“You might not believe what I’m about to tell you.” 


| reach tentatively to touch his strong, muscly arms. “I'll 
believe anything you say. | Know you won't lie to me now.” 


Marco huffs through his nose, a growl forming in his throat. 
I’ve put him in a hard position, but | won’t back down. | need 
to know. 


“| was born in Italy...1 spent my life there until | was a young 
man,” he begins in a gruff voice. “But things were hard for 
me there. My father was a cruel man, he cared more about 
heroin than he did about me.” 


“Marco, I’m so sorry.” 


He flinches away from my apology as though I’ve slapped 
him. “I don’t need sympathy. | was better off without him. | 
lived on the streets for a while, but | found a way to survive. 
| grew tough because | had to. And in some ways, my father 
and his beatings guided me to a place where | knew how to 
look after myself.” 


| feel tears forming in my eyes. Knowing that the man | care 
so much about was hurting, even all that time ago...it hurts 
me. He notices the tears in my eyes and cups my cheek 
briefly, as though I’m the one who needs comforting. Then 
he continues to pace. 


“I had to be strong. No one else was going to do it for me. 
But | needed a break. | needed to find somewhere to call my 
own. | was recruited by a mafia family for my 
intelligence...they planned to use me for a high stakes 
underground poker ring.” 

| gasp. | had no idea that he was going to say something so 
drastic. I’ve heard of the mafia before...but | never really 


thought these things were happening. Especially not on 
home soil. There’s a dark underworld that unravels in every 
city, it seems. | just didn’t expect to get so close to any part 
of it. 


“But...but why are you here?” 


Marco turns to me with hardened eyes. “I’m wanted by a rich 
and powerful family...they think that I’m the reason they lost 
two million dollars.” 


“And are you?” 


Marco shakes his head firmly. “No. | keep my hands clean as 
much as possible. Sure, we extort the rich...but any man who 
gets addicted to poker knows what he’s set to lose when 
things go wrong. It’s a game of money and power and smart 
thinking. You can lose everything in a matter of minutes. 
That’s where the excitement comes in. But my family 
decided to rig the cards...and now I’m the one paying the 
price for that. They’ve sent a hitman to kill me.” 


| gasp again, my heart floundering desperately. | can’t 
believe that anyone on this Earth would want to kill him. | 
might be angry right now about the secrets he’s been 
keeping, but | can see now that he did everything for my 
protection. | can see that he’s shielding me from the outside 
world. And the gun. 


“The gun...you have to protect yourself.” 


Marco nods solemnly. “I know how to use it, but I’ve never 
killed anyone before. I’m not that kind of man, and | hope | 
never will be. I’ve been stuck in this business for a long 
time, but it’s all I’m fit for. l'm a man above the law. I’ve 
never had a life because of it but | want to come clean. | 
want to get out of it. The problem is when someone’s got 
your name written on a bullet...they’ll stop at nothing to see 
you suffer.” 


| reach for Marco’s hands tearfully. “I’m sorry | doubted you. 
I’m scared.” 


“| know it’s scary. But | won’t let anyone hurt you.” 


| shake my head. “No...I’m not worried about myself. I’m 
worried about you. | don’t want anyone to get to 
you...you’ve only just become a part of my life for real...and 
now you're telling me that someone wants to hurt you.” 
Marco cups my cheek roughly. “You’re unlike any woman I’ve 
ever known, Eloise...and you’ve got a heart of gold. You 
don’t need to worry about me. | can handle myself. And | 
won’t let anyone get close to you. Ever. You're mine now, 
Eloise. | always protect what’s mine.” 


| stand up so that I’m at the same height as his bare chest. | 
want to kiss the warm skin there and get lost in his arms 
again. But | don’t want to give into his charms so easily. | 
don’t want him to think that I’m letting him off the hook for 
keeping me in the dark, if he wants my trust, he’s going to 
have to earn it, no matter how much I’m yearning for him. 


| look up at him and his dark eyes bore into mine with 
intense heat. He touches my face, holding me in position. 


“Are you afraid of me?” he growls. | can’t help, but smile a 
little. How could | ever fear this man, the man who has my 
heart, he always has and always will. | wrap my arms around 
his neck, locking my fingers together behind his head. 


“| could never be afraid of you,” | whisper. A guttural moan 
surfaces from him and he leans in to envelope my lips in his. 
| sigh into his touch, loving the heat of his lips on mine, but | 
pull back just as he nips me with his teeth. 


“But | want some rules to be in place,” | tell him firmly. “| 
won't be lied to from now on, | want complete honesty from 
you. From now on you tell me things. | want to know. There’s 
nothing you can say or do that'll drive me away...as long as | 
always know what’s going on. I want you to give me your 
word.” 


He grips me even harder. “You have my word.” 


He kisses me again. His arms are tight around me. His 
muscles could crush me, but | know he’ll never hurt me. His 
lips move to my neck and | sigh into his touch, allowing him 
to lift me off the ground once again. My legs wrap around his 
toned body and his hands hold my ass in place. My heart is 
racing so hard that | feel almost faint. I’m delirious with 
desire, desperate for him to give me even more than he did 
before. 


Tonight could be the night after all. 


Marco 


| want her so badly. | feel like if | don’t have her right this 
second, | might go insane. As | hungrily kiss her lips, | feel a 
sense of euphoria. She is a gift from God. I’ve spent my 
whole life needing something and it feels like finally, | might 
get the satisfaction I’ve been looking for. 

| press my pulsating cock against her crotch, sitting on the 
bed so she’s straddling me. She grinds against me expertly, 
waking me up inside. Memories flashback in my mind of 
Cuming inside her pretty little mouth. Now | want nothing 
more than to cum in her tight little pussy. | want to fill her up 
with my babies. | want to start something we can finish 
together. | want to get her pregnant and for her to deliver 
me the family I’ve always craved. All the while, | want to 
dominate her sexy body every single night and make her 
mine. 

| grab her hips and push her down on my cock. | can feel her 
wetness through her pyjama bottoms and she gasps, but as 
she does, she pulls away from me, standing up and backing 
away. | look at her in confusion. 

“What’s wrong?” 

She shakes her head. “Nothing...I just want to wait a while. | 
want to make sure I can trust you.” 


| feel anger rise inside me. My own stupid actions have led 
to this. | should’ve been honest with her. But we were just 
about to get hot and heavy. I’m completely ready to go and 
now she’s backing out. | stand slowly and approach her. | 
watch as her feet draw her closer to me, as though we’re 
magnetized. She wraps her arms around my neck and | kiss 
hers gently. 


“Are you sure? That’s fine if you want to...it just seemed like 
a sudden change of heart.” | whisper in her ear. She sighs as 
my breath tickles her ear and she presses up against me. 

“| want you...| really do. | just want to wait a little before we 
have sex...! want to see that you're serious about me being 
able to trust you.” 


| nod as | kiss her neck, breathing in the smell of her 
perfume. | want nothing more than to rip off her clothes and 
have her right now, but I’m not going to do it until she’s 
certain. She has a right to be doubtful about me and what 
better way to show her that I’m deserving of her trust than 
to focus solely and entirely on her pleasure. 


“I understand.” | growl in her ear. Then | grab her hips and 
spin her around. She gasps quietly and her hands jut out to 
steady her. She presses her palms against the walls, her ass 
arched toward me. | yank down her pyjamas bottoms and 
panties once again, feeling a sense of familiarity at the 
motion. | guess I’d better get used to undressing this 
woman. 

“| totally get it.” | tell her again, slowly and gently dragging 
a finger over her wet folds. “I’m a bad man...I lied to 
you...you're scared of us getting caught...so not tonight. But 
that doesn’t mean | can’t show you a good time, would you 
like that?” 


“Yes,” she breathes desperately, pushing herself against my 
hand. I smile to myself, still teasing her with my finger. | 


knew she’d want this. My aroused cock pushes against her 
ass cheeks and my free hand gropes her breast from behind. 
“Good girl.” 

| plunge my fingers inside her wet pussy. She groans, 
pushing up against me like she did before. | love how 
demanding she is. | love how she’s always raring to go. | love 
that she’s mine with just a few caresses and quiet erotic 
promises. She knows exactly what | can do for her...and she 
wants it all. 


| fuck her fast and hard with my fingers. When her breathing 
grows too loud, | cover her mouth with my other hand. She 
backs herself up against me, her back against my chest and 
her hand exploring her clit. It’s hot to be working in unison, 
both of us wanting to get her to the highest point over and 
over again. | could do this all night and day. If she let me, I’d 
eat, sleep and then fuck her for the rest of my life. And given 
the sounds she’s making against my palm as I hold her 
close, she’s let me do all this and more. 


| feel her shudder as she cums once again. That’s four times 
tonight, and with each orgasm | earn from her, it seems even 
sweeter. Each time she cums on my fingers, | feel closer to 
her. She keeps giving me more and more of herself and | 
want it all. 


My fingers slide out of her and she turns to kiss me. As she 
does, my hands explore her body and my mind explores all 
the other ways | can pleasure her. There’s so much | want to 
do to her, and | don’t even need to put my cock in her to 
achieve them. But when she steps away this time, | know 
she’s done for the night. | Know not to push it any further. 
It’s been a night full of excitement and exhilaration...even 
though my cock aches for her and | wish she’d stay, it’s a 
perfect way to end the night when | know she’s been 
satisfied. 


She dresses herself as best as possible in her ruined 
pyjamas. She smiles at me almost shyly, which is ludicrous 
after what we’ve just done. 

“Shall we do this again some time?” she asks gently, as 
though we've just finished our first date. In some ways, | 
guess we have. | smirk at her. 

“Tomorrow night?” 

Her teeth sink into her bottom lip. “FIL be here.” 

The promise makes me ache to my core. | want her now. | 
don’t want to wait another twenty-four hours to have her 
body next to me. | don’t want to wait to dominate her again. 
| don’t want this night to end. But as she leaves with a coy 
smile, | keep one hot thought in my mind. 

She’s coming back for more. 


CHAPTER 7 


Eloise 


| wake up with an ache in my core, longing for the touch of 
Marco’s hands on my skin. Last night was incredible. He took 
me to new heights that I’d never been to before. He showed 
me what it means to be with a real man. He was honest and 
open with me for the first time since he got here and then he 
praised my body like it’s never been praised before. 


If | close my eyes, | can still feel his hot tongue lapping at 
my most sensitive area. | can still feel his teeth tugging on 
my taut nipples. And better yet, | can hear all the dirty 
things he was whispering in my ear...all the promises he was 
making me for the next time we come together. 

But there’s something | haven’t been completely honest 
about. | made him lay all his cards on the table, but | haven’t 
done the same for him. | haven’t told him that he’s going to 
be my first...that I’m still a virgin. It’s sensitive information. 
What if he’s creeped out by it? What if he suddenly decides 
that the age gap is too large because I’m much younger 
than him. But I’m mature enough to handle him and 
everything he has to offer...and everything he’s offering, | 
want to take...the good and the bad. 


It doesn’t bother me that he’s doing something that perhaps 
he shouldn’t. | can see how easily he ended up in this mess. 
All | want to know is that he cares about me and will protect 
me...and I’m his. But if he cares about my virginity then 
maybe this thing will all come crashing to a close, | 
desperately don’t want that to happen, but | know I have to 
tell him. l'Il do it tonight, when | finally get some time alone 
with him again. 


| head downstairs in my robe, smelling fresh bacon being 
cooked in the pan. As | enter the kitchen, | find that Marco is 
cooking breakfast while my Mom watches him like a hawk. 
She’s sipping coffee and glaring at him, waiting for the 
second he does something to piss her off. But | know his 
game, he’s showing her he can be a good man. He’s getting 
on her good side...and he’s going to succeed. 


He turns to me as I enter and offers me the first smile I’ve 
seen cross his face since he arrived here. “Good morning, 
Eloise. How do you like your eggs?” 


“Fried...or scrambled...any way you want,” | breathe. I’d 
forgotten how intoxicating his presence can be, despite only 
crawling into my own bed several hours ago. | spent so long 
in his room that I thought I’d be used to him by now, but 
he’s still taking my breath away with just a simple glance 
from him in my direction. 


“Scrambled eggs coming right up,” he says in his gruff 
voice. | sit down at the kitchen table, my legs wobbling from 
being in his presence. The room is silent and | start to feel a 
little anxious. Now that | know he feels some kind of way 
toward me, | know it’s more important than ever to get my 
parents on his side. | want them to let him stay so | can keep 
exploring this thing between us. | clear my throat and Marco 
glances my way, sensing my nerves. He looks at my mother. 
“So...do you have any particular Christmas plans?” 

My mother folds her arms. “The usual. A quiet family 
Christmas. We don’t like to make a huge fuss...we don’t go 
overboard.” 

“Well, the house looks lovely. Your decorations are very 
tasteful. | don’t like seeing all those houses decked out in 
lots of lights...your home looks perfect.” 

Mom blushes. Marco’s hit the jackpot. She’s always taken 
pride in our home, and he’s done well by complimenting her. 


If he keeps this up, they might be fast friends by the time 
the holiday actually comes around. 


“I was hoping to get some wood to have the log burner up 
and running on Christmas Day. It makes the house seem so 
much cozier,” Mom says dreamily. Once you get her on the 
topic of Christmas, it’s almost impossible to stop her from 
talking about it more. Marco nods at her in approval. 
“What a nice idea. How about you fetch the wood and l'II 
take it out to the back and chop it up for you?” 


Mom suddenly looks a little flustered and | can’t hide my 
smile. She’s clearly aS aware as | am of how attractive he is. 
The thought of him chopping up wood in the backyard is a 
sexy one, and who can blame her for being attracted to the 
idea? 

“Well, that would certainly be helpful, Marco. You’re turning 
out to be quite useful around here.” 

Marco shrugs with a sly glance in my direction. “I do my 
best.” 


I’m blushing now, though he hasn’t said anything lewd. | 
know what he’s thinking. He’s thinking of me. Of last night 
and what we did together. The memory of it is going to drive 
me wild all day, | can tell. What makes it even better is that 
my parents don’t have a clue what we're up to. Those secret 
moments we have in the dead of night belong to us and us 
alone. 


Still, | Know we need to proceed carefully. All these stolen 
glances won’t go unnoticed for long. We need to be more 
subtle...when my father almost caught us, my heart was in 
my stomach. I’m fully aware that the more risk there is, the 
more chance there is that it'll all blow up in our faces. So for 
a while, perhaps we need to minimize the risk. Perhaps we 
need to hold back a little. 


But who am | kidding. He could kiss me now and I'd let him, 
even with my mother watching. Whenever he wants me, he 


knows he can have me. I’m head over heels for this dark, 
sexy man with the mysterious background. Though I’m still 
getting to know him, | Know one thing for sure. 


My heart has always, and will always, belong to Marco. 


Marco 


It feels good to act like the man of the house. Someone has 
to do it, after all, and it certainly won’t be Jacob. After 
making Eloise and her mother breakfast this morning, | set 
about doing some DIY projects around the house. Eloise is 
right. If I’m going to stay here, I’ve got to make my mark. 
Her parents already disapprove of me, and with my affair 
with Eloise in full swing, there’s no sense in making things 
even harder. 

| want her. | need her all the fucking time. But | can’t have 
her. Not in the middle of the day. We’ve snuck kisses here 
and there as we go about our day. While | was fixing the 
broken bathroom door, | gave us a moment of privacy inside 
where we kissed and groped at one another like there’s no 
tomorrow. While | was searching for screws in the cupboard, 
we managed to squeeze in a steamy make out session, 
despite almost getting caught by her mother. And after her 
mother fetched the wood for the log burner, | caught Eloise 
watching me out the window as | worked up a sweat 
chopping it. 

She’s always on my mind, but we have to be cautious. I’d do 
anything to have her, but I can’t risk getting kicked out. This 
is the only place | feel safe right now. | just need to wait 
patiently for night to come so I can have her back in my 
arms for real. 


It feels strange to be so intimate with a woman. In all of my 
years involved in the mafia, | guess | forgot to settle down. 
It’s hard to find someone interested in you when you have a 
history of involvement in illicit activities. But now, | see what 


I’ve been missing. | love the feeling of her soft body pressed 
against mine. | love the smell of her and how quickly she 
responds to my touch. | love knowing that she’s mine and 
only mine. 


It makes me crave a future | never thought I’d have. | want 
to settle down with her and live the normal life I’ve always 
been denied. I’ve never really known the feeling of having 
someone be a constant in my life. People die in the mafia, 
it’s always seemed best not to get too attached. I’ve lost 
more people than I can count over the years, but none of 
them really mattered to me. 


Now, it feels like there’s something at stake. Knowing this 
girl has turned my life upside down is a worrying thought. 
The closer | get to her, the more I see her becoming 
dangerous. Not because she'd ever deliberately get me into 
trouble, but if someone found out what she means to me, 
they could use her against me. And already, I’m getting toa 
point where I know I’d die rather than let anyone hurt her. 


She’s not like other women. She has the ability to keep me 
in a permanent state of arousal. She keeps me on my toes. 
She might seem young and naive, and yet | feel like she’s 
perfect. She makes me want to fuck all the time. She makes 
me want to fill her up with my babies. | need more from this. 
| need to know if she wants this as badly as | do. 


It’s nearing evening, and I’m feeling restless, pacing my 
bedroom. | can’t get her off my mind. She’s constantly 
taking up my attention, even when she’s not in the room. 
This feels like something between anger and lust. I’m so 
frustrated by these feelings inside me...the constant need 
for her...the constant edge of knowing we might be 
caught...the constant risk...it’s making my heart beat a little 
faster and my cock stay a little harder. | need more. | need to 
have her. 


| can hear the buzz of the TV downstairs, and her quiet 
conversation with her parents. It feels like the calm before 


the storm. | know there are a million ways that we might 
mess this up. I’m fully aware that our actions could get us 
into trouble. And yet, | can’t find it in me to care. 


Tonight is the night. Tonight, I’m going to show her what it’s 
like to be with a real man. Tonight, I’m going to make her 
pregnant with my babies. 


Tonight, l'Il make her mine forever. 


CHAPTER 8 


Eloise 


Marco excused himself to go to bed a while ago, and my 
heart has been racing ever since. | Know that soon | can 
sneak upstairs to be with him, but | don’t want to look 
suspicious. Besides, it’s best if | wait until my parents have 
gone to bed so that | don’t alert them to what I’m up to. 


But ever since dinner this evening, they’ve been oddly 
quiet. There’s a lot of tension in the air, but | can’t figure out 
why. It’s like they’ve managed to have a silent argument 
while I’ve been in the room and now they’re not speaking. | 
glance between the pair of them, noting their angry 
expressions and wondering what the hell I’m missing 
between them. 

Suddenly, my father stands up abruptly. His hands are 
curled into fists and a shiver goes down my spine. I’m not 
used to seeing him getting aggressive, and it really doesn’t 
suit him. He’s always been such a calm man and seeing him 
this way is worrying me. 

“| need to talk to you,” he says to my Mom. She raises her 
eyebrow at him. 

“Not now, Jacob.” 

“Yes, now. Let’s go in my office.” 

When my mother doesn’t respond, my father sighs, 
unclenching his fists and looking at her with desperation. 
“Please?” 

My Mom wavers for a minute before nodding and getting up. 
They’re acting almost as though I’m not here and | blink in 
confusion as they disappear. What can they possibly need to 


talk about so urgently? And why haven’t they involved me 
in the discussion. 


This would be the perfect opportunity to disappear upstairs 
unnoticed and join Marco in his room, but curiosity is getting 
the better of me. | need to know what they’re talking about. 
When I hear my father’s office door shut, | creep out into the 
hallway to listen outside the door for the second time this 
week. | know I shouldn’t be here, but this week has been 
super strange. If | don’t find out what’s going on with my 
parents now, | might never. 


| press my ear to the door and listen. 


“You don’t understand,” | hear my father saying. “It’s not 
safe to keep him in the house.” 


“So help me understand. What is it about him that bothers 
you so much? | know | judged him harshly when he arrived, 
but he’s been a perfect gentleman all day.” 


| sigh. | sShould’ve known that the topic of conversation 
would loop back to Marco. My mother might be warming to 
him, but it seems like my father isn’t totally sold on his old 
pal. | guess my Mom has no idea about the mafia 
connections that Marco has, and my dad sure as hell isn’t 
going to tell her about it. She’d hit the roof. 


“| just...] think it’s an act. He’s a snake in the grass. He’s 
putting our family in danger.” 


“You’ve got to have some reason to believe all this...sure, 
he’s a little mysterious, but you guys were friends for a long 
time. What suddenly makes you think he’s going to turn on 
you?” 

“Not on us necessarily...out he has no interest in how his 
business affects us. If we die tomorrow, he’ll move on 
without the blink of an eye.” 


My Mom laughs suddenly. “You’re so dramatic. All this talk of 
dying and danger...when did you get so paranoid?” 


“Please, darling, you have to help me out. I’ve tried to make 
him leave, but he won’t listen. Don’t you care about your 
daughter? Don’t you see how he’s going to corrupt her?” 


My heart skips a beat. Maybe dad knows more about me and 
Marco than he’s letting on. And aside from the mafia 
business, perhaps he knows more about Marco too...am | 
being foolish in trusting him so easily? Should | be watching 
my back, or has Marco been completely honest with me? 


“What does Eloise have to do with you hating Marco? 
They’ve barely spoken to one another.” 


“Are you sure about that?” my father replies darkly. 
“Because I’m pretty sure he’s latching on to her at any time 
possible...there’s something going on. | Know it.” 


My mother sighs. “Look, Jacob, I’m not getting involved in 
this. You’re the one who insisted on him coming here in the 
first place. If you want him to leave, you'll have to tell him 
yourself.” 

“I've tried.” 

“For God’s sake, Jacob. Try harder You're acting like a child.” 


“Because I’m afraid of him!” my dad cries, his voice raised. “| 
don’t want him to hurt my family!” 


“So be a man and stand up for us if you’re so damn worried! 
Stop making excuses and actually follow through. You claim 
we don’t know him the way you do, he’s your responsibility. | 
won’t hear another word about him until you’re ready to tell 
me why he’s bothering you so much. Now go to bed and 
stop complaining. With any luck, Marco won’t have 
overheard this ridiculous conversation.” 

| press my back against the wall to hide as my mother 
storms out of the room and heads upstairs, shaking her head 
and muttering to herself. My father shuts his office door, 
locking himself inside and leaving me wondering whether 
I’m right to have been so trusting in Marco. 


Is he a good man or is he evil? Is he still hiding secrets from 
me, though he’s claimed that he’s honest? Is everything 
we've shared a lie? 


There’s only one way | can find out. 


Marco 


Eloise is making me wait. | remain in bed, my cock rock hard 
in my pants as | wait for her to come and grant me a sweet 
release. Tonight’s the night. | need her more than ever. This 
day has been so long without her and | don’t know how 
much more | can take. 


| want to go searching for her, but | Know how scared she is 
of her parents discovering our secret. As far as I’m 
concerned, | want the world to know she’s mine. | want to 
show her off the way she deserves to be. | don’t care what 
her parents think of our relationship because it’s none of 
their business. But | respect what Eloise wants, and l'II never 
betray her that way. She’s everything to me, and hurting her 
would be the worst offense in the world. 


| can’t take it anymore. | casually head down the corridor to 
check that the coast is clear. | Know that | can always claim 
I’m heading to the bathroom if I’m caught. But as I’m 
walking, Jacob walks up the stairs in a clear fit of rage. He 
glares at me as he passes me, though he doesn’t say 
anything. My hands curl into fists. | can tell he’s got a 
problem with me, whatever that might be. He thinks I’m 
trouble and who can blame him, but his hatred for me is 
another blockade between me and Eloise. | feel anger 
surging through me. I’d do anything to get to her, even if it 
means fighting with my old friend. But as he closes the door 
to his bedroom, | decide that the coast is clear. | throw open 
Eloise’s door, consumed by my own need for her. 


But she doesn’t look up as I enter. | find her seated on her 
bed with her head bowed. | close the door behind me and 


stride towards her, feeling my cock harden in my pants at 
the sight of her in her silk pyjamas. But still, she makes no 
effort to glance up. | put my hand on her chin. 


“Look at me,” | growl. | need her to tell me what’s wrong. 
“Look me in the eyes, Eloise.” 


She finally looks up, her eyes full of confusion and fear. Was 
it me that made her feel so conflicted? Or have | missed 
something. | frown. 


“Tell me what you’re thinking.” 


She’s trembling beneath my touch. The confidence she 
usually exudes now that we're getting closer is gone. She 
seems to be completely at my mercy. 


“| just...l have some stuff to think about.” 


“Tell me,” | murmur in a gruff voice. She shakes her head, 
but | keep my grip on her face. 


“If you’re not going to talk to me, | need to know why. If 
you've changed your mind about me and you.” 


She shakes her head fervently. “It’s not that...it’s just, | need 
to figure out if | can trust you. We barely know each 
other...our bodies have been intimate, but I’ve never heard 
you talk much about yourself. And, well...as much as | like 
you. | know others in this household have a poor opinion of 
you.” 

| let go of Eloise and begin to pace the room. | can feel anger 
coursing through my veins. It’s clear to me that she means 
her father. Who else could it be? That man always seems to 
stand in my way. | might’ve won Eloise’s mother over this 
morning, but one of my oldest friends still refuses to trust 
me? 

And now he’s placed a seed of doubt in Eloise’s head 
somehow. I'm going to have to be more honest than I’ve 
ever been before. I’m going to have to open myself up to her 
just so that she'll finally give herself completely to me. From 


the hurt in her eyes, | can see how important this is to her. | 
can’t screw this up. | have to dig deep. 


| sigh and sit on the bed beside her. She watches me 
expectantly and | try to figure out what she’d want to know. 
Does she really want to know all the deep dark secrets I’ve 
been keeping my entire life? 

| guess she must do. | take a deep breath and begin. 


“AS a young boy in Italy... had no one. | had to learn to close 
myself off from the world. And when | was taken in by the 
mafia, | knew | couldn’t ever trust another man. | was 
surrounded by crooks and people who would stab me in the 
back at the first chance they got. This is a dog eat dog 
world, Eloise, and | only Know one person in it who is pure. 
That’s you.” 


“Oh, Marco...” 


“You're a good woman. You make me want to be a better 
man. But | don’t have anything to offer you. | am this way 
because | taught myself to shut everyone out. I’m never 
going to be anything, but a man with a heart of rock. But | 
want you, Eloise. Isn’t that what matters? And I'll always 
protect you, no matter what. You’re mine, baby. | know 
you’re worried about things your father might’ve said about 
me...but no one knows me, but you. It might feel like you’re 
at arm's length, but I want to pull you closer. | want to show 
you everything | can do, given the chance...my feelings for 
you are the most I’ve felt in a long time.” 


She reaches out to stroke my arm. “That’s so nice to hear.” 


“I’m not good for you...l Know that. But no one will ever want 
you as much as | do. Not because you’re undesirable...but 
because you're the most incredible woman on this Earth. | 
feel lucky to have touched you, to have heard your voice, to 
be next to you right now...this is everything. I’m a risk you 
need to take.” 


“You're a risk | want to take,” she murmurs softly. “I’m sorry | 
questioned you, this is all just so new to me. I’ve never been 
in a situation like this.” 


| smile slightly. “l'Il bet not many people have. But you don’t 
need to be scared. I’m never going to hurt you. l'Il never let 
anyone lay a finger on you. You belong to me, and | always 
protect what’s mine. I’m not scared of anything in this 
world...but losing you is the only thing | could never bear. 
Since you came into my life, | realized how much | fucking 
need you.” 

“Marco.” 


“I've always lived life on the edge. I’ve lived by a set of rules 
and vowed never to break them for a woman. But you...you 
make me want to change all that. | need to live a life that 
you're a part of. Some day, we'll get out of this town, you 
and me against everyone else. | might have to keep running, 
but we can run together. l'Il leave the darkness of my past 
behind, and l'Il focus just on you...only you. And no one will 
tell us that we can’t be this way. No one will stand in the way 
of what we want.” | lean in close to her ear to whisper to her. 
“I'll fuck you every single night, over and over and over. l'II 
make you cum, baby. l'Il show you what you’ve been missing 
all this time.” 


She practically melts before my eyes, her long sigh 
indicative of the sexual arousal she’s consumed by. “Marco.” 


“I'll fill you up with my babies. We’ll have a family together 
that we can love and cherish. l'Il keep you warm at night 
and make sure I give you the world. | don’t have much, 
Eloise...obut what | have, l'Il give it all to you.” 

“| want it,” she breathes, pressing her cheek against mine 
with a sigh. “Marco...] want you.” 

Our lips crash together in a chaotic state, our hands 
fumbling for one another. | feel a surge of excitement. This is 
it. We’re going to finally get what we need, what we desire, 


what we crave. I’m going to discover how it feels to fuck her 
for the first time. I’m going to make her cum over and over 
until her knees are weak and she’s gasping for air. 


And then, when it’s over, she’ll well and truly be mine. 


CHAPTER 9 


Eloise 


I’m hungry for everything he can offer me. | want him to 
take my virginity. | want him to fuck me until | can’t walk. | 
want him to make me feel like a woman for the first time. I’m 
not a little girl anymore and once I’ve been with this man, I'll 
truly feel like I’ve reached my womanhood. After years of 
dreaming about this moment in bed alone, I’m finally in the 
arms of Marco, ready to give him everything and more. 


His hands move expertly over my body. He’s taking his time 
tonight. His hands slowly caress every inch of my skin. As | 
perch on his lap, feeling his hard cock pressing against my 
core, he trails his fingers from my ankles, up my legs and my 
thighs to my ass. Then his hands snakes up further to find 
my bare breasts beneath my night slip. It’s a far cry from 
him literally ripping my clothes off the other night, but | 
don’t mind one bit. Everything he does feels like magic to 
me. 

He tugs at the hem of my slip and | lift my arms so he can lift 
it over my head, leaving me wearing nothing but a thong. 
I’ve only worn them a handful of times, but | put it on 
specially for him. He growls in appreciation as his hands cup 
my ass and I grind against him, feeling the wetness between 
my legs grow. He’s got this talent of turning me on no matter 
what he does. He pushes me and we tumble backward onto 
the bed where he makes a smooth transition into kissing my 
breasts. His hot tongue laps at my nipples and | breathe out 
in pleasure. He’s learned all my weaknesses so quickly that 
everything he does is magic. 


As he’s kissing my breasts, | hook one of my legs over his 
shoulder, pulling him closer to me. He can never get close 
enough for my liking, and | Know my need can only be 
satisfied by one thing. | need him inside me. Still fully 
dressed, his cock feels insistent against my leg and | reach 
out to take off his shirt. Sensing my hurry, he stands up and 
quickly undresses. While I’m waiting, | shrug off my thong. It 
might look cute, but he’s not going to need it. It’s just 
another thing to get in the way. 


When he’s stripped down, | get to see him fully for the first 
time. His cock’s impressive length still scares me, but | want 
it inside me more. He holds it in one of his big hands, staring 
at me intently like I’m a piece of art. | lie as sexily as | can, 
with my arms above my head. 


“Part your legs,” he orders me. “I want to see you.” 


| part my legs and he growls at the sight of me, pumping his 
cock several times. He grabs my ankle to pull me to the 
edge of the bed, his dominating side returning. His eyes are 
filled with lust and I can tell he doesn’t want to wait another 
moment. He wants me right now, and | still haven’t told him 
my secret. | can’t do this without being fully honest with 
him. 

“Marco.” 

“Mmm?” he says, hungrily eyeing up my pussy. He leans in 
to press his cock close to my opening, but | put a hand on 
his chest to stop him. 

“Before we...well, before we start...1 have to tell you 
something.” 

He pulls back a little. “What is it?” he growls. “Tell me now.” 
| take a deep breath. | don’t want him to be angry with me. | 
don’t want him to give up on the idea of me and him 
because of this. | don’t want him to think I’m weird. But | 
need to let him know. It’s only fair. | take a deep breath. 


“l'm a virgin.” 


Marco 


| pause as Eloise makes her confession and my eyes widen. | 
wasn’t expecting that, the last thing | thought she’d say was 
that she’s a virgin. | decided from the moment I’d met her to 
make mine for the rest of our lives, but | assumed some man 
had won her heart before me. She’s so damn beautiful, | was 
certain she’d have men falling at her feet. But to find out 
she’s a virgin...to discover that she’s mine for the taking and 
no other man has laid a hand on her...it’s the best thing I’ve 
ever heard. 


Her eyes are wide with concern. She swallows nervously. 
“Marco? You’re not mad are you? I’ve been thinking a lot 
about it and | didn’t want to start this without giving you all 
the facts...and | know it’s not fair when | gave you a hard 
time about being honest with me. | feel like you’re angry. Are 
you angry?” 

| shake my head. “No...far from it, in fact...it’s made you 
even more desirable to me.” 


She blinks several times. “Really? You mean that?” 


| crawl on top of her naked form, feeling the pleasure as my 
cock presses against her entrance. She gasps at the 
sensation and | remember that this is the first time a person 
has made her feel like this. This is the first time a man has 
even gotten close. And now, | get to be the person to show 
her the ropes. | get to be the one who claims her for the first 
time, and the last. She’s mine, and she’ll never be anyone 
else’s. This primal urge inside me is unfamiliar, but I’m not 
afraid of it. It only goes to show I’ve found the one person 
who can make me feel everything possible. 


“I mean it,” | growl in her ear. “It means that you'll be mine 
first and mine always...it means | can have the pleasure of 

knowing no other man has been inside you. | can take your 
virginity and make sure no other man steals what’s mine, 


you belong to me from the second | cum inside your pretty 
little pussy. How does that sound to you?” 


“Good,” Eloise breathes. “I want you...please, Marco. Make 
me yours.” 

| don’t need any more convincing. | slide my cock inside her 
easily. Her legs are trembling as she wraps them around my 
waist, but she seems excited. | plunge into her, taking it 
easy at first, but picking up the pace when | force the first 
moan from her lungs. She wants this. | need this. By the time 
this is over, we'll both have got exactly what we want. 


| lean in to kiss her and it naturally plunges me deeper 
inside her. She moans as | fuck her and | capture her groans 
with my lips. My tongue dances with hers and | feel a growl 
forming in my throat. It feels so good to have my cock buried 
inside a woman. And not just any woman, the one I’m falling 
for. 


| reach my hand between her legs to caress her clit and she 
gasps, unused to the double sensations. | grin to myself. She 
has so much to learn. | have so much to teach her. I’m no 
player, but | know how to be a man when it comes down to 
it. If we weren’t in her parent’s house, I’d make her scream 
my name. But for tonight...for our first time...this is even 
better than I ever imagined. 


I’m not going to last long if | keep going. | pull out of her and 
immediately sink to my knees to lick her pussy. She writhes 
beneath me, sitting up to grip my hair and pull me in closer. 
Her thighs clamp around my face, almost suffocating me, 
but the absence of air doesn’t make me detract. I’m a little 
light-headed, but it feels good. The way she grips me, | can 
tell how much she wants me. | can tell that at last, someone 
needs me. 

My tongue flutters over and around her clit and she gasps 
loudly, covering her own mouth with her hand. We almost 
got caught last night and | should be on edge given how 


loud she’s being, but I couldn’t care less. | need her right 
now. Nothing can stop me from having her, body and soul. 
With her juices covering my erect cock and my face buried 
between her legs, I’m not going anywhere. Anyone who tries 
to break us apart now will answer to me. 


| feel her shudder as she cums for the first time. She’s 
breathing hard, her head tilted back in pleasure as | 
continue to lap at her gently. But the time to be gentle is 
over. Now, I’m going to finish what we started. 


| move her back on the bed and get on my knees like I’m 
praying. | pull her legs up around me and make sure she’s 
comfortable on her back. Then | slowly begin to penetrate 
her. | grab her wrist and pull her hand toward her sopping 
wet pussy. It doesn’t take long for her to understand what | 
want her to do. 


This is the perfect position. | watch my cock enter her over 
and over again as she touches herself. There’s something so 
erotic about watching her with stars in her eyes and her 
fingers massaging her clit. She’s watching me in awe, her 
hips tilted up toward me. Her breasts look fantastic, her 
nipples erect and hardened. | can’t resist reaching out to 
pinch them as I thrusting deeper and deeper. 


As the tension becomes too much, | raise myself onto my 
knees properly, dragging her hips with me. | can get deeper 
this way, and I’m so close to cuming. With her fingers still 
caressing her clit, | can see that she’s close too. She’s ready 
for fireworks. 

One last thrust and | reach my release. | grunt as | cum 
inside her and she quivers and gasps as she finishes too, her 
eyes rolling back in her head. | collapse against her, 
breathing hard, but smiling hard too. It takes a lot to get me 
to smile, but with her underneath me and my fantasy 
fulfilled for the first time, I’m thirsting for more...and yet, | 
feel satisfied for the first time in forever simultaneously. 


Eloise wipes a sweaty strand of hair from her face and | 
move to lie next to her. My hand moves to rest on her 
stomach. It sounds crazy...but somehow | know that this 
thing we did tonight is the start of a life with her. Because 
I’m certain I’ve gotten her pregnant. 

We lay in silence for a while and | think of what is in store for 
us. A life together. A baby...a family. It’s the only thing I’ve 
been certain of for a while, and now that | know | have 
something more to live for, | feel a new lease on life 
blooming inside me. 

And she looks perfect now. With her mussed hair and her 
chest heaving, I’ve never seen such a perfect creature. She 
tilts her head to look at me. 

“Is it always meant to be that good?” Eloise asks me. | shake 
my head as I gasp for air. 


“Not even close.” 


CHAPTER 10 


Eloise 


Last night is indescribable. Even today, | can still feel his hot 
touch on my skin, the invisible marks left behind by his lips. 
It was like each kiss he planted on my skin was another sign 
of him marking me as his, a branding that will never show, 
but will never go away. 


| belong to him now. And in my belly, a baby grows. | can 
just tell. | know that I’m going to have Marco’s child. After he 
came inside me last night, | had a sense of euphoria, a sense 
that we’ve just begun the next chapter of our story. It 
might’ve been our first time, but it certainly won’t be our 
last. Not if | get my way. 

| feel like I’m glowing today. It’s the day before Christmas 
Eve and my mother is in high spirits too. While she glides 
around the house full of Christmas cheer, | soend the day 
revelling in the fact that Marco chose me. He could have any 
woman he wants in the world, but he’s sticking by me. 


And now that he’s opened up even more to me, | feel so 
trusting of him. Now that our bodies are connected by an 
unspoken bond, | know | can believe everything he says. He 
wouldn’t lie to me anymore to save my feelings. He wouldn’t 
discount anything | think as ridiculous or childish. He 
respects me and my life. He respects how | want to do this. 
And he respects the future we have ahead of us. 


| can see it now. A future that involves just me and him. A 
house together in the suburbs. Him driving a big fancy car 
because he’s got a good job and so do I. We have a family of 
five with our three kids. They’d be our world and we'd love 
them more than anything. My parents would never approve 


of this fantasy, but in an ideal world, they’d be there too, 
helping to raise their grandchildren in a better world than 
Marco grew up in. 


He makes me feel lucky for what | have. Parents who love 
me, a roof over my head and people to turn to when things 
go wrong. But in some ways, I’m glad he walked the path 
he’s walked. It led him here to me. And now that we're 
together, we can take on any obstacle that comes our way. 


I’m sitting alone in the living room when my father enters. 
l'm hyper aware of everyone in the house right now. | can 
hear Marco’s footsteps in his bedroom upstairs as he paces. | 
can sense my mother out in the garden, enjoying the crisp 
winter air. And | felt my father’s presence before | saw him. 
The atmosphere is tense, but | feel more relaxed after what 
happened last night. | know that despite the fear in the pit 
of my stomach, I’ve never been happier. 


“Eloise...” my father says meekly. “I want to talk to you.” 
My heart skips a beat. “About what?” 
“About Marco.” 


| try to contain my sigh. He doesn’t know that | 
eavesdropped on him last night. He doesn’t know that I’m 
already certain of everything he’s going to say. | don’t 
respond to him, but he comes to sit beside me anyway, 
patting my back like I’m a toddler. 


“Darling, | just want you to know that he won’t be here for 
much longer. I’m doing my best to ensure he goes on his 
way...but until then, | want you to stay away from him. I’ve 
noticed that you seem quite...fond of him.” 


| feel sick to my stomach. | never expected him to have 
picked up on the chemistry between us. Dad’s always been 
oblivious to that kind of thing, and I’ve been so careful not 
to speak to Marco when we're in a room with my family. 
Surely he hasn’t noticed us sneaking around? 


| simply shrug, pretending I have no idea what’s going on. 
“I'm just being polite to our guest. You don’t have to herd 
him out, you know. He’s not doing any harm.” 


“You don’t understand,” my father says with a 
condescending tone. “You don’t know him like | do.” 

“So you keep mentioning to anyone who'll listen,” | murmur. 
My father looks surprised. 


“Don’t speak to me like that, Eloise. What’s gotten into you? 
Ever since he’s arrived you've been...different.” 


My heart seizes again. This conversation is far too close for 
comfort. Perhaps we haven’t been as careful as | thought. 
But I’m falling hard for Marco. Even this pressure from my 
father can’t keep me from wanting him. Even the man who 
has raised me and loved me without condition my entire life 
can’t convince me that Marco isn’t the right one for me. So | 
simply smile at my father as genuinely as I can. 


“Dad, | think you’re a bit paranoid. | haven’t been different. 
l'm the same as I’ve always been, stop worrying so much.” 


He nods silently and | know I’ve won this battle. He’s too 
meek to say what he really thinks, to admit that he’s afraid. 
He wants me to confess what I’ve been doing, but he would 
never understand. What Marco and | have is special and 
rare, yet undeniable. 


So nothing is ever going to stand in my way. 


Night falls. My parents get an early night in preparation for 
the festivities tomorrow, and I’m left alone in the living 
room. After an agonizing wait, Marco joins me in the living 
room with a whiskey in his hand and a solemn expression on 
his face. He looks at me with his hardened features and my 
insides melt like ice cream. One look from him has me weak 
in the knees. 


“Did | overhear your father grilling you today about me?” he 
asks, his face creased with annoyance. | shrug, trying to play 


it off as no big deal. 

“Yeah...he was being nosey as usual. Don’t worry about it, 
Marco. He’s harmless.” 

Marco shakes his head at me. “No, he’s not. He doesn’t want 
us to be together, baby. He’s going to try and stand in the 
way of our future together.” 

| slip my hand into Marco’s as he sips bitterly at his whiskey. 
“I’m not going to let that happen. If it comes down to it... I'll 
choose you. He can’t stop me from having what | want 
most.” 

Marco nods absent-mindedly, but | can tell he’s not 
convinced. He’s becoming increasingly paranoid since he’s 
been here. I'll bet he hasn’t had fresh air since he went and 
chopped wood in the garden for us. He certainly hasn't left 
the house since, not even for a few minutes. | stand up and 
tug at his hand. 

“Come on. Let’s go.” 

Marco’s eyes twinkle with mischief. “To bed?” 

“No. We’re going on a walk.” 

Marco frowns. “I can’t leave the house. Besides, it’s the 
middle of the night.” 

“Exactly. No one will be around. We’d see someone coming a 
mile off too.” 

Marco growls. “Fine. But I’m taking the gun. I’m not risking 
your life for a walk. l'Il keep you safe, though, | swear.” 

A few minutes later we head out into the frosty night. We 
walk through the icy streets together, but Marco is 
constantly alert, looking for dangers that I’ve never even 
thought of. | want to hold his hand, but one of his hands is 
already hovering over the gun on his belt. 

“Stay close to me,” he growls. “I don’t want to give anyone 
any reason to hurt you, it’s dangerous anywhere at 


nighttime. A pretty girl like you, walking the streets...you 
must be insane.” 


“| feel safe with you,” | say gently, walking closer to him and 
gazing at his handsome face. 

| need to get him to calm down. There’s no way anyone is 
going to attack us, surely? No one has any clue where Marco 
is. | feel safe walking beside him, but | guess he knows what 
it’s like to live on the run much better than me. | rub my 
hand on his arm, feeling the tension in his huge muscles, 
but | don’t say a word. | know exactly how to get him to calm 
down. 


We head into the park, and it’s completely deserted. In the 
summer, teenagers come here to drink beer and smoke 
when they think no one else is watching, but in the cold of 
winter, no one dares venture here at night. It’s cold as hell, 
but there are ways to stay warm. 


| pull him toward the trees and rest my back against one, 
looking up at him expectantly. | see the want in his eyes as 
he scans my body, undressing me with his gaze. He growls 
as he steps closer to me and presses me hard against the 
tree. | can feel his member thrusting against me, even 
through all our layers of warm clothing. 

“Why do you constantly have to be so damn tempting?” he 
growls. He’s pressing even harder against me now. His hand 
gropes me through my coat and | moan. 

“| want you,” | whisper. He shakes his head with a soft 
chuckle. 

“It’s dangerous.” 

“The only thing dangerous is how crazy you’re driving me,” | 
say with a smirk. “Baby...don’t leave me hanging.” 

“You're so demanding,” he growls, but he’s laughing as he 
does. It’s good to hear that rare sound coming from him. 
“Alright, have it your way.” 


His hand snakes up under my coat and sweater, finding me 
braless beneath them. He pinches my nipple and kisses me 
hard, drawing a moan from my lips. He pinches harder and | 
gasp. | love the rough feeling of his hands on my skin. | love 
how he touches me so confidently. It reminds me that even 
though we haven’t been together long, we’re already 
forming a bond so deep that no one can divide us. 


“| hope you're wet for me,” he growls in my ear as he 
expertly slides his hand down my jeans and into my sopping 
underwear. He already knows that I’m turned on. | want this 
so badly. | want him to fuck me up against this tree. | want 
him to lay me down on the icy ground and keep me warm 
with his intense fucking. | want him to make me sweat on 
the coldest night imaginable. His fingers nudge my clit and | 
moan in ecstasy. 

“You like that?” he says gruffly, forcing three fingers inside 
me as he caresses my clit. | moan deeply. 


“Yes...Marco, yes...” 


His rhythm increases and he pushes further inside me, 
making me weak in the knees. | won’t last long if he keep 
going like this. | wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him. 
He growls against my lips. He’s just as turned on as! am. | 
begin to unbuckle his belt, wanting to give him as much 
pleasure as I’m receiving. Sliding my hand inside his pants, | 
find his member hard and ready to go. | begin to pump it up 
and down, matching his rhythm so easily that it feels like 
we've done this a million times before. We’re perfect at this 
because it’s meant to be. We're meant to be together, body 
and soul. 


Our tongues explore one another’s as we get each other off. 
| can barely breathe, my lungs crushed by the knowledge 
that we're doing something we shouldn't. It feels wild and 
brave and I never want it to stop. | push myself up against 
his hand, forcing him deeper inside me. It feels just as 


incredible as the first time, if not better. Because now | know 
how much he wants this too. 


He grunts, moving closer to me to encourage me more. He 
picks up the pace and so do |. Neither of us are going to last 
a second going this way. | think of the child in my belly and 
the memories we’re making together. We're living the best 
life possible in each other’s embrace. 

“Fuck,” he growls and | know he’s just as close as | am. | sink 
to my knees, freeing his hand and replacing it with my own. 
| look up at him expectantly and his eyes widen. He knows 
what | want him to do. 


When he cums, his load shoots down my throat. | moan and 
bring myself off to my own release, riding my orgasm as his 
cum fills my mouth, coating my lips. He grips my hair with a 
moan, impressed by the finish we came upon. And kneeling 
here on the icy ground with his load in my mouth feels 
better than | ever could’ve imagined. 


He’s breathing hard as he helps me stand. Now that I’ve 
swallowed, I’m panting hard too. His eyes meet mine and he 
touches my face. It’s gentle and sweet, unlike anything he’s 
ever done to me before. I’m used to life with him being hard 
and fast, a whirlwind, but looking into his eyes right now, | 
know | love him. 

“That was something,” he murmurs. | watch as he leans in to 
kiss me. But then in the corner of my eye, | see something 
rustle in the bushes. Not an animal. Not the wind. 


A person. 


Marco 
Eloise jolts away from me in shock and my first instinct is to 
reach for the gun in my pocket. She looks like she’s seen a 
ghost. | whip around to follow her eye line, searching the 
bushes frantically for a sign of what she saw. 


“There’s someone watching us,” she chokes out. | raise my 
gun and point it in the direction, looking for more 
movement. My heart is pounding hard against my chest, 
adrenaline filling my veins. If there’s someone watching us, 
it’s not good news. Either it’s some sick pervert getting off 
on what we just did, or it’s someone who’s after me. 


| approach the bushes slowly, my gun aimed and ready to 
go. One pull of the trigger and I'd be able to kill the bastard 
watching us, but | don’t want that. | don’t want to hurt 
anyone. | knew when | entered the mafia that I’d lie and 
cheat occasionally, but | never signed up to kill anyone. | left 
that to the big bosses who insisted on shooting each other 
down. The way someone’s trying to shoot me down now. 


There’s another rustling in the bushes and | notice that 
Eloise is following me. | stand in front of her. There’s no way 
I’m letting anyone hurt her. I’d take a thousand bullets 
before | let that happen. | keep my aim true and my hand 
steady. I’ve been trained for moments like this. I’ve known 
this might happen for some time. My only regret is that she’s 
here with me. 


“Stay back,” | growl. “You’re going to get yourself hurt.” 


“| don’t want you to check it out. You might get hurt too,” 
she says desperately. She’s fully aware of the risk here, and 
yet she’s still putting herself in harm’s way. She’s the 
goddamn bravest woman | know, but that might be the 
thing that gets us both killed. 


| stop in my tracks and scan the trees. Anyone could be out 
there, crouching in the foliage, pointing a gun at me and | 
wouldn't have a clue. | can feel my heart pounding in my 
chest. I’m blind as long as I stay here. She’s right. We have 
to go. 

But our cover might be blown. If | go back to her house, then 
| might be putting her in danger. | curse myself for letting 


her talk me into this. We should be safe at home out of sight. 
But now, we’re exposed in more ways than one. 


“Back up slowly,” | murmur to her. “We need to get out of 
here.” 

| hear her footsteps quietly crunching on the frost kissed 
grass. | follow suit, still alert as | scan the trees for people. | 
have no idea what my assassin will look like, or who he will 
be, but | don’t want to take a chance on whoever is out 
there. Whoever they are, they’re no friend of mine. 


We make it back to the road without any signs of movement, 
but | fear that the second we get out of eyeshot, the person 
will move at lightning speed and take us by surprise. We 
need to move fast to get home without being seen by the 
lurker. | fumble for Eloise’s hand and she squeezes mine. | 
can feel her trembling. 


“You need to go back home without me,” | tell her. “It’s not 
safe now for me. | need to go somewhere far away from 
you...or I’m going to get us killed.” 

“No!” she cries. “I’m not going anywhere without you.” 


“You don’t have a choice,” | growl. “You know how much | 
want to stay...but if | do, we'll be found.” 


“Not if we’re quick.” 


“Whoever has found me here knows | only have one friend in 
the area. These assassins don’t show mercy. They'll kill 
anyone in sight...they get off on it. They'll murder your 
entire family. This is why | didn’t want to come here, Eloise.” 
“I'm sorry, Marco. | shouldn’t have brought us here.” 


| turn to her and cup her cheek, glancing back into the dark. 
“It’s okay...it’s okay. But it’s time to let me go. That guy is 
going to catch up to me sooner or later...and | don’t need to 
drag you into my mess with him.” 


Eloise frowns. “But...but | didn’t see a man in the dark. It was 
a woman.” 


My face creases in confusion. There’s no way the assassin is 
a woman...not because they don’t exist, but because the 
family who are chasing me are very traditional. They’ve kept 
to all their traditional mafia roots and they never involve 
women with their business...is it possible that the person in 
the dark was just some common creep and not a threat to us 
at all? 


“Eloise...are you sure it was a woman?” 


She nods insistently. “Of course. She had long hair...a small 
stature...she was just watching. It...it creeped me out.” 


I’m overcome with relief. | know | should still be concerned 
about what the woman saw...especially considering that | 
just pointed a gun in her direction, but | feel like we might 
be in the clear. Whoever she is, whatever she wants, it’s 
nothing to do with my business with the mafia. Once again, 
my paranoia has tainted my view. | should know better now 
than to jump to conclusions. 


| sigh putting my gun back in my coat pocket. | look Eloise 
directly in the eyes. “Okay. Look...we can’t do this again. Not 
ever. It’s too much of a risk. | Know I’m going crazy in that 
house, but we'll wind up dead if we keep sneaking out and 
causing trouble. | need you to understand how serious this 
is. Okay?” 

Eloise nods silently, swallowing nervously. “So...does that 
mean you'll come back home again? Please...| can’t lose 
you. I’ve only just got you back after all these years 
apart...don’t leave me. Please.” 


| sigh. | Know | should say no. | Know that | should cut this 
whole thing off before it becomes impossible to leave her 
behind. Right now, I’ve still retained enough of my sanity to 
know that no matter how much | care for her, it’s too 
dangerous to be around her. But the more she gets in my 
head, the more | want to convince myself to stay. It’s selfish 
as hell. But I’ve never had much time to think about what | 


want for myself. Now that she’s begging for me, serving 
herself up to me on a silver platter, | can’t say no. Even 
though | should, | can’t. 


“Alright,” | tell her, “I'll come back. But only for a few 
days...after Christmas, | have to go. And...well, if you want 
to...1 guess you could come with me.” 

Her eyes widen. “You mean that?” 

| nod. “I do...I know it'll break me to leave you behind. But 
you need to consider this carefully...when you choose me, 
there will be no going back.” 

She steps forward to cup my cheek. “I already know what | 
want.” 

She kisses me in the middle of the street. It takes my breath 
away to have her warm lips on mine on this cold night. God, 
she’s doing something crazy to me. She’s making me feel 
things | didn’t know were possible. 

She’s making me fall in love. 


CHAPTER 11 


Eloise 


| slept in late today. Last night knocked the stuffing out of 
me. The fear | felt in the back of my mind after such intense 
exhilaration almost finished me off. The thought of losing 
Marco was the real killer, though. | can’t believe | almost let 
him slip away because of my stupid decisions. | just wanted 
Marco to be happy. | wanted him to get to leave the house. 
And then that stupid woman in the undergrowth ruined 
everything. 

| feel exhausted from our late night adventure, but we have 
a facade to keep up today. It’s Christmas Eve and my 
parents are certainly going to expect me to keep up the 
festive cheer. But considering that I’ve barely had a chance 
to speak to Marco about last night and I won’t until this 
evening, I’m going to struggle to be joyous. 

Still, if Marco makes a good impression today, it'll make 
everyone’s lives easier. My mother seems sold on him now, 
but my father? Not so much. He’s desperate to see Marco as 
a villain, just because he’s had a difficult past. The more 
time | spend with Marco, though, the more | see through his 
tough persona. He’s a person with very real feelings and 
thoughts. He’s not some emotionless robot, as much as he 
might like to present himself as one. I’ve seen it while we’ve 
had sex...the side of him that just wants to be loved. 

And he’s loved by me. 

If | can convince my dad that he’s good, then maybe he 
won't have to leave after Christmas. Maybe we can live a life 
here. | still have to finish my studying to become a lawyer, 
but he could leave the mafia behind and be with me full- 


time. He could fix up the house for my family and make 
himself useful in other ways. 


Except | know all too well that it’s a pipedream. There are 
people chasing him down who aren’t afraid to put a bullet 
through his brain. He can’t just stay here and live out some 
suburban domestic dream. He’s not the kind of man to sit 
around and let that happen regardless. 


No. We need to get away. Maybe we'll get fake passports and 
leave the State. We could start anew in England or 
somewhere else in Europe. We have so many possibilities, | 
could leave my studies behind in favour of a life with him. | 
wouldn’t even mind. | love what I do, but | love him more. 


I’m in deeper than I ever expected, and that terrifies me. 


| get dressed and head down for breakfast. My Mom and 
Marco are drinking coffee at the table, deep in conversation. 
My Mom looks up at me with a smile. 


“You're up late, you missed breakfast. Marco is a wonderful 
cook.” 


| smile sadly. | guess he learned from a young age to take 
care of himself, it makes sense that he knows how to cook 
well. He avoids my eyes as he sips his coffee in silence. It’s 
almost as though my presence in the room has made 
everything awkward when it was going well. From the look 
on his face, last night has haunted Marco as much as it’s 
haunted me. 


“I'll just grab something small. | don’t want to fill up too 
much before later,” | say as brightly as | can muster. On 
Christmas Eve, we have a tradition of preparing a mini buffet 
and stuffing ourselves silly while watching a Christmas 
movie. It’s usually one of my favorite things to do, but this 
year is going to be different. | get the feeling that Marco 
being around is going to add tension. 


“Fair enough, honey.” Mom turns to Marco with a generous 
smile. “It'll be lovely to have someone else to include in the 


festivities, it’s usually just the three of us.” 


“| don’t want to intrude,” Marco says, still avoiding my gaze 
completely. | wish he’d look at me, just once. | want to see 
the caring in his eyes that he’s keeping from me today. | 
want to know that my recklessness last night didn’t ruin 
anything or put him in danger. But thinking back to the 
moment we shared in the park, how can | possibly regret it? 
With our hands all over one another and our needs satisfied, 
the risk doesn’t seem so great. | could die happy now...if 
only he’d look my way. 


I’m becoming dependent on him. I’ve never felt that way 
about anyone before. I’ve always been so self-assured, so 
happy to lead my own path instead of chasing my friends 
who get ahead of me. | move at my own pace and it makes 
me happy. But it’s different with Marco. It feels like he’s 
always moving so fast that | can’t keep up, as much as | try. 
He’s forced to be so vigilant that | can feel him slipping away 
just to save me. But I don’t need him to save me. | need him 
to show me love. 


The day passes in a slow blur. My whole family seems to be 
on edge, avoiding each other when we pass in any of the 
rooms in the house. Usually, we’d be thick as thieves, 
making preparations for the big day tomorrow, but this isn’t 
like most years. Marco has changed our equilibrium here and 
it’s left us confused on how to act. 


All | want is to disappear upstairs with Marco. | want to find 
some place where we can be alone and fix this thing driving 
a wedge between us. | sigh to myself as | sit alone in my 
room, feeling completely drained. Why does the one man 
I’ve ever fallen in love with have to have so many 
complications? 

But he’s so worth it. That’s the thing, | don’t care what life 
throws at me. Someday, my parents might find out about us 
and go ballistic. Someday, his past might catch up to him 
and we could end up dead. But my normally rational mind 


has gone. The childish fantasies | used to have about him 
can’t compare to the real thing. That’s how | know this is 
love. Because it feels like if | died for him, it’d be worth it. It 
feels like | can’t live without him. It feels like my whole life 
has been building up to this point, and now I have to decide 
whether to keep going or to let him go and never feel this 
way again. 

| know what | would choose. 

My Mom calls me down for dinner and | slowly get up, ready 
to face whatever happens over this meal. I’ve made my 
decision. I’m leaving with Marco when he goes. We just have 
to survive a few more days here and then it’ll be me and him 
against the world. | head down the stairs and find my family 
sitting in silence in the living room. A Christmas movie is 
beginning on the TV and there’s a spread of party food on 
our coffee table for us to nibble on. | feel warmth in my 
heart. This silly Christmas tradition always makes me so 
happy. And now that Marco is here too, I’m going to try and 
enjoy it the same way | always do. All my favorite people are 
in the same place...perhaps for one of the last times. I’m 
fully aware that if | leave with Marco, we won’t be able to 
come back. And l'Il be making my peace with that this 
evening. 

“Help yourself” my Mom says, clearly trying to lighten the 
mood as the movie in the background cuts through the 
silence. My father doesn’t move, simply glaring at Marco 
across the room. Marco politely reaches for a sausage roll, 
though judging by his muscles, he’s never eaten anything 
like it in his life. | sit beside him, revelling in the heat he 
gives off and help myself to some food. My Mom is glaring at 
my dad. 


“Well, have something, Jacob. You’re being very quiet.” 


It was the wrong thing to say. | can see him trembling with 
anger as he stares at Marco. 


“This is wrong,” he says. “He shouldn’t be here...this is a 
family event.” 


Marco nods passively. “I understand. | can go.” 


Mom shakes her head. “No, Marco, you stay where you are. 
Jacob, you're being very rude. We have a guest.” 


“A guest is someone you invite into your house,” he 
responds through gritted teeth. “This is just getting 
ludicrous. Are we really just going to pretend he’s not here 
because he invited himself in?” 


“If you’re going to be miserable, maybe you should be the 
one to leave.” 


My father’s face has turned every shade of red possible. “In 
my own house? I’m the one being asked to leave? Craziness! 
You're insane! Marco, pack your things. It’s time to leave.” 


Marco sighs. “Look, l'Il leave after tomorrow, | swear. | won’t 
burden your family any longer. But it’s freezing out there. | 
have nowhere to go.” 


“And we’re not asking you to go,” Mom hisses, glaring at 
dad. “Your office...now. We need to talk.” 


| can’t believe | got my hopes up that this could be a nice 
event. | thought maybe my family might finally warm to the 
man I love, but my father is intent on hating him, even 
though they used to be so close. As my parents leave the 
room, Marco follows suit, stomping upstairs. | can’t help, but 
follow him, even though I know my parents will disapprove. | 
know my father wants me to keep my distance and my Mom 
would never allow me to be alone in a room with a man. But 
| need to be with him. | need to make sure he’s okay. 

| find him packing in his room. | gasp at the sight in front of 
me. | wasn’t expecting him to pack up and leave now. | 
thought I had a few days to prepare before we’d slip away 
quietly and painlessly. But now, he’s preparing to go during 
the middle of a family shitstorm. 

“Marco...wait.” 


He looks up at me with intense eyes. “I’m sorry, Eloise. This 
is for the best. We have to leave now. Your father is reaching 
boiling point.” 

“There’s nothing he can do.” 

“He could call the police, baby. You don’t want me to go to 
jail, do you? If | leave now... maybe he'll let me off. Maybe 
he'll just go back to his normal life and forget me.” 


| cross my arms, feeling hurt. “But...but if | go with you then 
he'll definitely chase us down...we won’t have a chance. He 
might even get the police involved if | leave without an 
explanation...and | really don’t want that.” 


Marco sighs, running a hand through his hair. “Fuck. | didn’t 
think this through.” 


| rush forward to grab his hands. “Stay. We can work this out. 
My Mom will talk sense into him, she always does.” 


“| don’t think this is the same, Eloise. He knows too much. 
He knows that | have a dangerous past. He can’t see beyond 
that...and | don’t think | can blame him. I’m a risk to myself 
and everyone around me. I’m a bomb waiting to explode, 
and the closer | get to people...the more casualties there 
are.” Marco shakes his head to himself. “Coming here was 
such a mistake, dragging you into my life.” He grips my 
hands hard. “But | can’t seem to leave you behind. | can’t 
bring myself to be without you. Eloise...I’m in love with you.” 


Marco 


It’s the worst thing | could’ve said at this moment in time. 
l'm meant to be leaving without her for her own safety. I’m 
meant to be on the run. And now I’ve just blurted out words 
that I’ve never said to anyone before. 

But it’s true. | love her. She stares at me in shock, her mouth 
slack. How could | not love her? This fiery little spitfire is the 
one good thing in my life. She’s the woman who will carry 


my children. She’s the only one who has ever made me feel 
something special, she’s my one and only. 

“Marco” she whispers. “I love you too.” 

Our lips crash together and | grip her hard. It feels like the 
last time we might do this, but it also feels like we'll never 
let go. She grips me with all her might, her fingernails 
digging into the muscles of my arms as she kisses me 
passionately. | scoop her up into my arms and her legs wrap 
around my waist. | back her up against the wall, my heart 
full of fire and love and passion. | want her right now. My 
dick stands to attention, pushing against her warm pussy 
through her jeans. This night is going terribly, but as usual, 
she’s the saving grace. 


Her hands tangle in my hair, gripping it hard and | groan 
against her soft lips, thanking God that this smart, beautiful 
young woman wants me as much as | want her. She could 
have anyone, and yet she wants me. She knows all the worst 
parts about me and she’s embraced them with open arms. 
She’s never made me feel bad about the things I’ve done, 
though she has every right to if she wants. I’m a bad man, 
and she’s an angel. Yet with every kiss of her lips, with every 
touch of her skin, it feels like she’s tugging me out of the 
darkness. 


As | clutch her close, pressing out bodies together, she 
kisses my neck and nibbles my ear, making me growl in 
pleasure. For someone who has never done this before, she 
knows exactly how to please me. Then again, she could do 
anything and I’d be happy just to be close to her. This is 
everything I’ve ever wanted. She’s everything | need, and 
I’ve waited so long for a moment like this. The years of pain 
and misery are a blur now, | only see her. 

My heart has never been so full, and | Know that I'd be a fool 
to let this go. It’s like she’s said before the risk is high, but 
it's worth it. 


And then the door swings open. Still clinging to me like a 
monkey, Eloise gasps. Her parents are standing in the 
doorway, their mouths open in surprise. And then | watch 
the hatred in her father’s eyes grow. His gaze hones in on 
me. He’s finally found a solid reason to rip me to shreds. This 
is the worst thing that could possibly happen. 


They've finally caught us in the act. 


CHAPTER 12 


Eloise 


Fuck, this is bad. Here | am with my legs wrapped around my 
dad’s much older friend, Knowing full well that he’s in the 
mafia and he’s possibly bad news. Oh, and we’ve just told 
one another that we love each other. 


But my parents are never going to understand what Marco 
and | share. | can tell that by their faces. My mother 
stumbles back at my father manages to catch her before she 
falls over. Marco gently sets me down on the floor, moving 
Slowly like he’s trying not to spook my parents further. But 
they’re not flighty animals. They’re human beings, and 
they’ve just walked in on a scene they never thought they’d 
see, 

“Mom...Dad...Please let me explain,” | beg. | want to at least 
try and tell them the way that I’m feeling. After all, there’s 
nothing left to lose. We have just exposed our biggest secret 
and my parents have to make a choice whether they'll 
accept it or not. 


| think | can guess how this is going to go. 


“You were right all along, Jacob. That man is trouble,” my 
Mom hisses. “Eloise, get away from him. You don’t know 
what you're doing.” 

“I do, Mom. I’m not a baby. This isn’t just some casual fling. 
I’m in love with him.” 


My mother snorts in disgust. “Love? You don’t know the 
meaning of the word. He’s twice your age, Eloise. What the 
hell were you thinking? And you?” my Mom shakes her head 
at Marco. “I trusted you...l thought I could rely on you. You 


seemed like such a nice man...but this is unforgivable. 
You've tainted our daughter.” 


“No | haven’t,” Marco says in a calm tone. “I haven’t done 
anything of the sort.” 


“She’s a vulnerable young woman! How dare you take 
advantage of that!” Mom cries. | can feel tears sliding down 
my cheeks. 


“Mom, please just listen to me! You’re not letting me say 
anything...” 

“You've done enough, Eloise. You’ve let us both down,” my 
father says quietly, refusing to look at Marco. | can tell he’s 
scared of him and what he’s done, but his anger is clear in 
his clenched fists and creased face. “You need to leave, 
Marco. Right now.” 


“Not until you hear your daughter out. You owe her that,” 
Marco growls. His own hands have curled into fists. He’s 
furious that we’re not even being given a chance to explain 
our behavior. | know they won't listen right now in their state 
of anger, but it’s not fair to send him away. They don’t 
understand what’s at stake. 


“She’s not going to say anything, but an apology,” Mom 
snaps. “She’s defending you as though that makes your 
behavior acceptable. What have you done to our daughter, 
Marco? Have you had sex with her? | swear, l'Il kill you if you 
have.” 


“Stop it!” | cry out loud. “You’re being ridiculous. | don’t care 
what you say. I’m old enough to know who | love. Now, I’m 
standing in a room with all the people who | adore in the 
world. Surely that should warrant some compassion for me.” 


Mom shakes her head at me, folding her arms in annoyance. 
“You lied to our faces, Eloise. You’ve been keeping this secret 
under our roof and now look what you’ve done! You knew it 
was wrong and you did it anyway. So no, you don’t deserve 
our compassion, young lady.” 


“Lay off her,” Marco growls. “She’s done nothing wrong. You 
can’t help who you fall for.” 


“And all of a sudden, you’re in love with a girl half your age? 
| don’t think so,” my father says. “You’re looking for ways to 
antagonize me, you want to get under my skin...well 
congratulations, you’ve succeeded.” 


“Get him out of our house, Jacob,” Mom says, pointing an 
accusatory finger at Marco. “I don’t want him in my sight.” 


“He’s got nowhere to go!” | cry out. 


“That’s no longer our concern,” my father snaps. “He’s 
broken our trust. | owe you nothing anymore, pal. Leave 
before | call the police on you.” 


“And say what?” Marco replies calmly. “That you’ve 
discovered two responsible adults falling in love?” 


My father’s face turns into a cold smile. “No. | don’t mean 
about that. l'Il tell them everything | Know about you and 
your dodgy little business. l'Il tell them what a crook you 
really are.” 


“What are you talking about?” Mom asks in shock. She’s the 
only person here who has no clue about Marco’s shady past. 
My dad continues to smile manically at Marco, smug with 
himself. 


“That’s right. l'Il tell everyone. l'Il bet you didn’t tell my 
daughter who you are, did you? l'Il bet she has no clue 
about the man you are...the things you've done...the life 
you've led.” 

| reach for Marco’s hand in frustration. “I know exactly what 
Marco has done,” | tell him boldly. “He’s a part of the mafia. 
But not by choice. Because he had nowhere else to go. He 
was abused and kicked out onto the streets as a child. He 
did what he had to, to stay alive. And when he plays poker, 
he’s always legit.” 

My father snorts. “Are you really that naive? | thought my 
daughter was smarter than this. He’s bad through and 


through. | saw his crowd back in the day... he’s not telling 
you everything.” 

“| don’t care about the people he’s forced to be around. That 
doesn’t change the man he is,” | say firmly, keeping my chin 
high as my parents listen to me in horror. “This man is 
honest and good. He’s misunderstood, perhaps. But | won’t 
let you change my mind about him. I’ve loved him since | 
was old enough to love. He’s the man for me...can’t you at 
least try and accept that?” 


The room falls into stunned silence. No one was expecting 
me to come out with something so passionate, but | can’t 
ignore my feelings. | can’t hide them now that our 
relationship is out in the open. | want everyone to know that 
Marco is the only man for me. Even he looks a little shocked 
as | turn to him. 


“I’m not going to leave you. If you go, so do |,” | tell him. 
Then | look back to my parents. “So if you’re asking him to 
leave...you’re asking me to leave too.” 


They clearly don’t know what to say. They keep glancing 
between me and Marco, and down to where our hands are 
intertwined. Our relationship scares them, | can tell. But 
there’s no way I’m letting go of him now. His thumb brushes 
over my hand and | feel like I’ve finally found my true home. 
With him. 


But I’m jolted back to my senses when there’s a loud crash 
downstairs. My parents turn in horror, clutching one another. 
Marco drops my hand and begins searching for his gun while 
| head out onto the landing to see what the hell is 
happening. 

As | look down the stairs, | see that the front door has been 
busted in and there’s a figure running up the dark stairwell 
in a flash. | barely have time to scream before they slam into 
me, pressing me against the wall and snaking their arm 


around my neck. | get a strong whiff of perfume as their 
wrist presses against my windpipe. 

“Stay still. Don’t make this hard,” the woman tells me. She 
spins me around and for the first time, | see who it is. 

It’s the woman from the park. 


Marco pushes my parents aside and points his gun at my 
assailant, but his mouth drops when he sees who it is. 


“Abigail?” 


Marco 


| can’t believe it. I’ve been expecting trouble ever since we 
went to the park, but now that we're in this situation, | have 
no idea what to think. 


Holding my girl hostage is an old friend of mine from the 
mafia. We’ve always been close, me and Abigail, and now | 
see that she’s a traitor. She’s stands proudly in a full leather 
outfit, her red hair ruffled from her rush up the stairs. She 
looks the same as always, but something is very very wrong. 
“Abigail...what the hell are you doing here?” 


She smirks at me. “Oh, Marco...1 thought you were meant to 
be the smart one? I’m working for the Romano family.” 


My heart drops to my stomach. | can’t believe she’d betray 
her own. | still don’t even know why. | take a step forward 
and she removes a gun from her pocket with her free hand. 


“Don’t move,” she says. “Or l'Il shoot your girlfriend.” 


“She’s not my girlfriend,” | say automatically. | have to 
protect Eloise for as long as | possibly can. The less Abigail 
knows about her, the better. But it seems Abigail’s one step 
ahead of me already because she laughs loudly, shaking her 
head. 


“You expect me to believe that after what | saw in the park? 
Oh, Marco. Only a woman could ever make you lose your 
mind so completely.” 


The pieces are coming together. She was the woman that 
Eloise saw yesterday. | should’ve left when | had the chance. 
Now my girl is in danger, even though | promised I’d never 
let that happen. She squeals as Abigail presses against her 
throat with her arm, but her face is full of anger, not fear. 


“Why are you doing this, Abigail? We’ve always been 
friends,” | say as softly as | can muster. | can barely mask my 
anger as my tone comes out as a growl. Abigail sighs. 

“I've been waiting for a long time to be loved by someone, 
Marco. You, specifically. But you never saw me, did you? You 
were waiting for some epic love. Well, | was standing right 
there the whole time,” Abigail hisses. “And now...I’m getting 
revenge for all those years of pain you gave us.” 


“Please let our daughter go,” Eloise’s mother pleads. “She 
meant no harm...she had no idea what she was getting 
herself into.” 


Abigail sighs with a cruel smile. “Don’t worry yourself, 
darling. She’ll be fine...so long as Marco complies.” 


“You don’t have to do anything. l'Il hand myself over,” | 
growl. There’s no way I’m letting Eloise out of my sight if | 
can help it. But it’s me they want. They don’t need to take 
her too. But Abigail laughs in my face. 


“No, Marco ...there have to be stakes. You’re a slippery guy. If 
| take you, you'll find a way out. | have to find a way of 
getting you to the Romano’s, lets call your little girlfriend 
bait.” 


| watch Eloise’s eyes flair with anger and she sinks her teeth 
into the arm around her throat. Abigail yelps, but doesn’t let 
go. It was a brave move from Eloise, but it’s only going to 
get us further into trouble. Abigail looks furious as she 
tightens her grip on Eloise. 


“Big mistake,” she growls. “Now | might just have to rough 
you up a little on the way to where we're headed.” 


“Tell me where you're going,” | demand. I’m going to drive 
straight there. Straight to my death. Because there was a 
time when I'd sacrifice almost anyone to save my own skin. 
But now...now that | have her, | know that'll never be the 
case again. She’s the one person on Earth I’m willing to die 
for. 


Abigail grins at me in a sick manner. “Oh, I’m sure you'll find 
us. After all, you know the Romano family pretty well, figure 
out where they lurk.” 

And then, with a harsh tug at Eloise’s neck, she drags her 
toward the stairs. Her parents are crying and my hands are 
shaking. The gun in my hand is useless. | can’t use it, Eloise 
could die. I’ve dragged her into an impossible situation, and 
now she’s going to pay for that. 


But I’m going to find her. Right now. | turn to her parents and 
shake Jacob’s shoulders. 


“| need your car keys. Now.” 


“You've done this! You caused this!” he cries. | need to slap 
some sense into him, but if | do, l'Il never get the car. The 
longer he forces me to wait, the more danger his daughter 
will be in. 


“Jacob...| Know you're scared. It’s my fault, | Know. But you 
need to help me out here. If you don’t, she’s going to be in 
even more trouble. Give me the car keys or suffer the 
fucking consequences.” 


Jacob is trembling beneath my touch and he eventually goes 
to grab his keys from his bedroom. Eloise’s mother glares at 
me with a defensive stance, her arms crossed across her 
chest. 


“If you come back without her, I’m going to kill you,” she 
whispers darkly. | snatch the keys from Jacob and turn my 
back on them. 


“Don’t worry, | won’t be coming back alive.” 


| run out to the car and sit behind the wheel, breathing hard. 
| need to think. | should know where they’re headed, but the 
truth is, | don’t have a clue. My brain is clouded by fear. | 
don’t want them to hurt Eloise. Abigail’s betrayal is as fresh 
as a Stab wound to me right now, and | can barely believe 
she’s betrayed our family. 


| need to call for backup. Not to save me, but to ensure I’m 
avenged. To ensure that Eloise makes it home alive once I’m 
gone. A family as slippery as the Romano’s will cross many 
lines to get what they want. And what they want is blood. 


| suddenly know exactly where to look. Their family owns a 
huge brewery which has long been their source of income as 
well as a front for their mafia business. It’s a place to start. | 
start the engine and drive off into the dark. 


| pick up my emergency burner phone as | drive and text my 
boss, Luca Ricci. | tell him that we’ve been betrayed. | tell 
him where I’m going. | tell him that I’m about to die. And 
then | throw the phone out of the window and continue 
driving. 

There’s adrenaline in my veins, but I’m not afraid to die. | 
never have been. | made my peace with it a long time ago 
when | was certain I’d die out on the streets. And then when 
| joined the Ricci family, | became aware of what my life was 
worth. I’m just a speck of dust on this planet, significant to 
no one, but myself. 


But not anymore. Not now that a woman loves me. It’s 
inappropriate, but | feel my cock hardening at the thought of 
her. She’s everything to me, and I’ve put her in danger just 
because | love her back. How could | be so foolish? I’ve 
always known that I’m too dangerous to allow love into my 
life. And now that | have, it’s put everything on the line. 

But | can’t imagine life without her. And now, I don’t have to. 
She’s the one who will have to get used to a life without me. 
It’s selfish, but in a way, I’m glad to be giving my life for 


hers. At least | don’t have to suffer the pain of a world 
without her. 

| drive for fifteen minutes to reach the brewery. | feel oddly 
calm as | park the car. Nothing can hurt me, but the death of 
my love. Even if they stab me a thousand times over, | won’t 
feel a thing. She’s all that matters. Once I’m gone, she can 
go back to her ordinary life and grow old. She'll fall in love 
again some day. | feel a surge of anger at the thought of 
another man having my woman, but | don’t want her to be 
unhappy without me. | want her to live the life she deserves. 
The one | never earned. 

| leave my gun in the car. | don’t want to risk walking in 
armed and give them a reason to get trigger happy. The 
large warehouse doors are ajar. They’ve been waiting for me. 
As | enter the dark room, | see that Eloise is tied to a chair in 
the middle of the mostly empty room. To her credit, she 
doesn’t look afraid. She just looks pissed off. When she sees 
me, however, tears spring to her eyes. | rush to her side to 
help untie her. There doesn’t seem to be anyone else here, 
but anyone could be lurking in the shadows. I have to 
release her before they come for me. 

“You shouldn’t have come,” Eloise says. Her lip is slightly 
swollen and | cup her face in concern. 

“Did that bitch hurt you?” | ask, stroking her skin gently. She 
closes her eyes, trying not to allow tears to escape her eyes. 
“Marco they’re going to kill you. You should’ve run for the 
hills.” 

“There was no way in hell | was leaving you here,” | tell her. 
She shakes her head fervently. 

“| love you, Marco. You can’t let them do this to you.” 

“I'd do anything for you...even die.” 

“Such sweet sentiments from a dead man,” a harsh Italian 
voice calls out. 


| whip around. From the shadows, the Romano family have 
emerged. Each of them is holding a curved knife, ready for 
the killing. They have a sick ceremonial tradition of killing 
their enemies as a family, each taking turns to plunge the 
knife. | feel vaguely sick as | straighten myself up, offering 
myself up to them. 


“Let her go. Now. Let her take the car | brought with me,” | 
tell them, dropping the keys at her feet for her to grab. | can 
see Giovanni Romano’s anger as he takes another step 
toward me. The leader of the family is a familiar face to me... 
the man who lost a fortune in poker. | don’t blame him for his 
fury...but I’m not the one who did this to him. 


“She isn’t going anywhere,” he says coldly. A cruel smile 
forms on his face. “Did you really think we’d allow that when 
she knows far too much? Besides, you’ve run from your fate 
for too long, Marco. Since you can’t die twice...perhaps she 
can take some of your burden.” 


My heart jolts. This wasn’t supposed to happen. Now, we're 
in a sticky situation. I’m going to have to fight them off as 
best as | can to save her life. But there are at least eight of 
them, and they’re closing in fast. With an anger-fueled 
battle cry, | throw myself at one of Giovanni’s men, thrusting 
my knee into his crotch and bending his arm at a horrible 
angle. He cries out and drops his knife which | pick up. With 
one down, | have to prioritise. Two men laugh sickly as they 
grab at Eloise and | growl, running hard at them. Before | 
know what I’m doing, my fist is driving into the stomach of 
one of them, my knife wildly waving at the other. When one 
of them is down, the rest have already descended on us. | 
grab Eloise and push her behind me toward the door. | back 
us up, waving my weapon at the others. | wish | had my gun 
right now. | feel useless against this amount of force. 
Moonlight floods the room as the doors to the warehouse are 
thrown open. We turn and see my family at the door with 
guns pointed and ready to go. Before we know what’s 


happening, bullets fill the air. | throw Eloise to the ground 
and cover her body with my own. There’s no way I’m letting 
her get hurt when we've finally managed to find a possibility 
at survival. 


| crane my head to see what’s happening. The Romano 
family is falling like flies. Giovanni still stands and has 
reached for his gun, but their insistence on using Knives has 
signed their death certificate. They weren’t expecting an 
ambush and for that, they’ve paid the ultimate price. 
Giovanni cries out as he takes a bullet to the leg and falls to 
his knees. It’s over. The rest of the family is dead or writhing 
on the ground. Eloise is trembling beneath me, but | help 
her to her feet and hold her close protectively. | can barely 
believe what we’ve endured. | can barely believe that we're 
free. I've spent months on the run from this family before | 
even reached Eloise and her family. Now, just before 
Christmas, this whole nightmare is over. 


“Are we going to be okay?” Eloise asks me softly. 


“You're going to be okay, darling,” Luca Ricci says as he 
approaches us. He’s calm and cool as he does, as though he 
hasn’t just wiped out the whole basis of a mafia family. He 
lights a cigarette and begins to smoke, his handsome face 
creased with stress lines. “Marco had the sense to contact 
us. This was the night we’ve been waiting for...a chance to 
take down the Romano family.” He reaches out to shake my 
hand and | accept out of respect. “You did well, Marco. But | 
see that you’ve made new allegiances in your time away 
from us.” 

| glance at Eloise and she nods to me. She understands that 
we need some time alone to talk. A little shakily, she goes to 
stand close to the door, where one of my old friends offers 
her a blanket and a bottle of water. It’s the side to the mafia 
no one sees. We're not all bad men...some of us just want to 
find our place in the world. 


Luca can sense that in me. | can tell by the way he looks at 
me while he smokes. 


“Abigail wasn’t here. She’s still out there somewhere.” 
Luca nods slowly. “Yes. We’ll deal with her.” 


| can’t help shivering. All this death...l never understood it. 
We're killing each other for more money when we already 
have more than anyone else. We’re killing for reasons that 
no one else understands. Reasons that could get us killed in 
return, or put in prison. It’s senseless. And now...an old 
friend will be killed by her former family. 


| have to remind myself that she wanted me dead. A woman 
I’ve long been friends with wanted me dead just because | 
didn’t love her back. But now she’s just a traitor...it’s that 
black and white when it comes to mafia business. 


“You've been distant for some time, Marco,” Luca states. 
“You've been looking for a new kind of life. You want to 
escape us.” 


| don’t know how to respond. I’ve never actually known 
anyone to leave a mafia family. It’s kind of an unspoken 
thing that the second you join, you're in it for life. People die 
young in the mafia. They end up not having a chance. But 
I’m only forty-two. | still have a chance at a life outside all of 
this...if they'll let me go. 


“Is it for the woman? Is that why you want to leave?” Luca 
asks. It feels like an accusation, but | nod. We’ve always 
been totally honest with one another. Luca sighs, shrugs, 
and then stubs out his cigarette beneath his shoe. 


“It happens. Some men just need a woman...and you can’t 
find love in a business like this. It gets a little lonely,” Luca 
says with no emotion evident in his voice. He claps a hand 
on my arm. “You’ve been good to us, Marco. | remember you 
as a young boy, you've come a long way. Perhaps as far as 
you can. You don’t owe us anything...but your family will 


always be here to welcome you back if you change your 
mind.” 


“| don’t think that’s likely,” | say quietly. Why would | come 
back to this world of death and destruction and deceit when 
I’ve got the world in the palm of my hand? I’ve been given 
my life back. I’ve got a woman to share it with. There’s no 
way anything in the world can be better than that. 

Luca nods. | suspect he already knew what | was going to 
say. He pats my arm once again and nods to me solemnly. 


“You know where to find us,” he says as he walks away. | 
watch him leave, feeling my heart beating hard against my 
chest. I’ve never felt so free. I’ve never felt so full of 
possibilities. And now | have the rest of my life ahead of me 
with no terms and conditions to staying alive. I'll be in 
charge of my own destiny. 


And now...Eloise. | run to her and sweep her into my arms. 
She rests her face on my chest and holds me close. She 
knows the worst is over, but I can still feel her trembling. My 
brave, beautiful woman will never be hurt again. l'II make 
sure of that. 


“| thought we were going to die,” she whispers to me. “But 
you Saved us.” 


“It wasn’t me...it was down to my family.” 


“You fought those men off before they arrived...you would’ve 
kept me safe, | know it. And you came to rescue me...you 
could’ve left me for dead.” 


| pull back from her and put my hand under her chin. “I'd 
never do that to you. I love you, Eloise. A life without you 
isn’t worth living...even though I knew I'd die if | came here, 
it was the only option. | didn’t want to let you down.” 

She cups my face in her hands. “You could never.” 


| lean in to kiss her lips. Her arms wrap around my neck as | 
pull her in close. Around us, the world is carnage. Around us, 
everything is falling apart. But for me, everything is finally 


as it should be. I’m a free man in love with the most 
incredible woman on Earth. 


Now all we need to do is speak to her parents. 


CHAPTER 13 


Eloise 


We're sitting in the car a few houses down from my own, 
debating whether to go inside. If we do, we'll have to face 
the wrath of my parents. But they don’t even know I’m safe 
yet. They'll be worried sick about me. 


And yet | can’t face the idea that they'll force me and Marco 
apart. My father threatened to call the police before... 
perhaps he already has. If Marco goes to jail, l'II never 
forgive myself. Before me, he was so careful, so cautious in 
everything he did. Now, I’ve messed everything up for him. 
It won’t matter to my parents that Marco is leaving the mafia 
life. All they see is his dark past. They'll insist on seeing the 
man who carries a gun at all times and doesn’t associate 
with normal people. They'll see the violence and the hatred 
and the lies that live among the mafia lifestyle, but | know 
Marco isn’t like that. He’s shown me nothing but love and 
passion and selflessness. If we run away now, he could 
finally get the normal life we’ve dreamed of. | cradle my 
stomach, wondering if I’m right about the child. If there’s a 
baby inside me, then we’ve already got a family on the way. 
We don’t need marriage to belong to one another. He 
already has my heart. 


Marco covers my hand with his. 


“It’s late, and we’re both exhausted. It’s been a crazy night. 
We need rest and a place to stay. We can go to a hotel if you 
want...but | think you need to see your parents. Let them 
know you’re Safe. Prove to them that we're not crazy for 
sticking together.” 


He’s right. This is my chance to show Marco for the hero he 
is. If | can convince them that he’s worth my time, then 
everything will be perfect. | don’t want to run away 
anymore. Now that | know we have options, | want us to be 
one big happy family. But getting my parents to agree with 
that is the tricky part. 


Still, we need to try. So reluctantly, | get out of the safety of 
the car and head towards the house, praying that things will 
be okay. Marco follows me with a protective hand on my 
shoulder. He’s going to take care of me no matter 
what...tonight has proven that for sure. 


When we open the broken front door my mother throws her 
arms around me, sobbing uncontrollably. My father joins us a 
little tentatively. He looks shell-shocked and who can blame 
him? This night has been crazier than any other I’ve ever 
experienced. | doubt anything this insane will ever happen 
to me again. But in the safety of my family home with the 
people | love, all the fear melts away and | feel okay. 


As my parents release me, they stare at Marco. They weren’t 
expecting to see him again, that’s for sure. He stands tall 
and proud with a new-found lease on life in him. Even the 
way he holds himself exudes pride. He’s made it out of the 
darkness and he’s reaching for the light. If my parents will 
let him in, then he will have escaped his old life for good. 


“You...you made it back,” my father says. Marco nods 
silently. | move away to hold his hand. 

“He saved my life...he put himself in harm’s way to make 
sure | was okay. And now...well it’s all over.” 


“It’s never over,” my father says coldly. “You can’t escape a 
life like that.” 


“My boss let me go,” Marco says calmly in his low, gruff 
voice. “I’ve been waiting a long time to get to this point and 
now I can live a normal life. That’s why we’re here...we want 
a second chance.” 


| squeeze his hand. “We want this to work out. Mom...Dad...| 
want your blessing. I’m in love.” | almost mention the baby, 
but | don’t want to spook them. They’ve had enough shocks 
this evening. “I just want you to try and accept him as my 
man...he saved my life. Doesn’t that count for something?” 


My parents pause to consider it, wavering. They seem like 
they want to believe the things I’m saying. After so much 
chaos, they don’t want to fight anymore. But they’re wary 
too. This man I’ve brought into their house after they 
banished him has a dangerous past. Even | have to 
acknowledge that. But if they can’t see that he’s changed 
and give him a second chance, then my home is no longer 
here. l'Il go wherever he goes. 


“| don’t know, darling you could’ve died tonight,” Mom says. 
Marco takes a step forward and my parents shuffle back, 
almost as though they’re scared of him. They just don’t 
understand he’s got the purest heart of anyone | know. They 
don’t need to be afraid of him. 


“| would’ve never allowed that to happen,” Marco growls. 
“She’s always Safe with me. It’s my job to protect her...but 
it’s all over now, | swear. I’m leaving that life behind for 
many reasons, but the main one is your daughter. | want to 
get clean and provide for her in a safe way. | want to get a 
real job and start a family. | want to get our own home and 
start my life all over again...because meeting your daughter 
was the only good thing that’s ever happened to me.” 


My heart aches for him. He’s got so much love to give and 
he’s only just beginning to show his softer side. | have so 
much of his personality left to explore, and it can’t end here. 
It just can’t. When | glance at my parents, they also seem to 
be reassessing their thoughts. 

“You going to get rid of all that dirty money you’ve made 
first?” my father asks suspiciously, ruining the moment. 
Marco sighs. 


“| don’t have any money. | only keep enough to get by...the 
rest | pump into children’s charities. For orphaned kids or 
abused kids who end up on the streets...so they don’t have 
to live the life | have. Believe what you want about me, 
Jacob, but I’m not some money-grabbing crook. | want all the 
things you’ve had yourself...you have to believe me.” 


My father’s face softens. It’s almost like he’s finally 
beginning to believe Marco’s story. My Mom sniffs, tears 
clouding her eyes. 

“I think you’re the kind of man who might be good for our 
daughter,” she says softly. “I can see how much you care for 
her...so long aS you can prove you've moved on...well, 
everyone in life deserves another chance. Just like Jacob 
got.” 


My father blinks in surprise. “What are you talking about?” 


My mother sighs. “I know why you let Marco come here...he 
helped you out with your gambling debts. Did you really 
think I’d never find out? | knew something was wrong at the 
time, you were never home. And the other night, | overheard 
your conversation with Marco.” 


“You were eavesdropping?” 


| can’t help smiling. I’m even more like my mother than | 
thought. She folds her arms and scowls at my father. 


“Are you really going to give me a lecture about that? 
Besides, why do you think I was so defensive of Marco? He 
showed compassion when he helped you out like that. 
There’s good left inside him.” Mom turns to Marco. “As far as 
I’m concerned if you can clean up your act, you’re always 
welcome here with me.” 


“I will. | promise,” Marco says. “And for now...we have 
nowhere to go.” 

“You'll stay here,” Mom insists, putting her arm around me. 
“Besides...it’s Christmas. Let’s just get through this and be 


kind to one another, we can talk properly afterward. Right, 
Jacob?” 

My dad still looks unsure. Perhaps it’s because he’s 
humiliated about all the fuss he made to try and get rid of 
Marco. But slowly, he nods. He stands close to Mom, putting 
a hand around her waist. 


“You can stay. But separate bedrooms, please.” 


| exchange a glance with Marco. He looks reluctant, but he 
knows this is the price we have to pay for acceptance. One 
night apart and then we have the rest of our lives together. 
This is better than we could’ve ever hoped for. A few hours 
ago, we thought our lives were over completely. Now, we see 
that they’re just beginning. 

This is everything I’ve ever wanted. 


Marco 


It finally feels like Christmas. | don’t think I’ve ever felt 
festive in my life. Christmas in the mafia is just another day. 
But when | wake this morning, knowing Eloise is just down 
the hallway and with snow falling outside my window, | feel 
like for the first time, I’m getting to experience the 
Christmas spirit. 


| sneak downstairs and prepare breakfast for the family. | 
might've gotten off lightly last night, but | need to prove my 
allegiances to them. | want to make sure they know that I’m 
not taking their acceptance for granted. It must’ve been 
hard for them to allow me back inside given that their 
daughter was kidnapped because of me. But I think they're 
beginning to see the good in me. I think they’re starting to 
notice that I’ve got good intentions. And the more | work at 
getting them to like me, the closer l'Il get to true 
acceptance. 

Eloise comes downstairs first and rushes into my arms. We 
kiss for a long time, not needing to exchange any words. Our 


lips pressed against each other’s says it all. 


When we finally pull apart, she’s smiling wider than ever 
before. It’s like a weight has been lifted from our shoulders. 
Her parents know about us and I’m leaving the world of the 
mafia behind. There’s nothing more to fear or to hide. 

“I'm so glad we can finally do this,” she whispers. “Though | 
don’t think my father wants to see us kiss.” 


“We can be subtle,” | murmur, cupping her ass in my hand. 
“But we don’t need to be when we're alone. Merry Christmas, 
baby.” 

“Merry Christmas, Marco.” She pauses and her jaw drops. 
“Shit! | haven’t bought you anything for Christmas!” 


| laugh. “I don’t really feel like we’ve had time to go 
shopping, don’t sweat it. Having you with me, having your 
parent’s blessing and having my freedom...that’s enough for 
this Christmas to be perfect.” 


We kiss again and she giggles happily. We spend a few 
blissful minutes just enjoying the familiarity of each other’s 
bodies before we hear her parents coming downstairs. Eloise 
greets them with a kiss on the cheek and Christmas 
greetings. Her mother comes to kiss my cheek. 

“Merry Christmas, Marco. Are you making breakfast again?” 
“| just whipped up a little something,” | say, presenting her 
with the avocado toast and eggs I’ve made for the family. “| 
thought since I can’t contribute in gifts, l’d do something 
else.” 

“Oh, how sweet of you. Don’t you think, Jacob?” 

He wavers a little before stepping forward to shake my hand. 
“A nice gesture. Merry Christmas, old friend.” 

| have to admit, it warms my heart a little to hear him refer 
to me as a friend. After all we’ve been through this past 
week, | never expected him to refer to me as a friend again. 


As we shake hands, and a genuine smile finally crosses my 
face. 


“Merry Christmas. Let me know what I can do to help today, 
Shall | help with the turkey.” 

“No, leave that to us. You and Eloise can relax,” Jacob says 
with a nod of his head. There’s not quite a warmth between 
us yet, but we’re getting there. We’re back on the path to 
friendship, as far as | can tell. Eloise is beaming behind him 
and | can tell how happy it makes her to see me getting on 
with her family. And it makes me happy to. | want everything 
to go smoothly today, for her sake and that of our 
relationship. 


We spend the morning all watching Christmas TV while the 
turkey is cooking. Then, there’s a chaotic rush to the kitchen 
as Eloise’s parents try and tend to the vegetables, potatoes 
and other sides. Eloise leans her head on my shoulder, 
looking up at me with a warm smile. 


“Be warned...my parents go massively overboard with 
Christmas food. There will be too much to even fit on the 
table...we’ll be eating it for the next week.” 


| lean in to kiss her forehead gently. “It’s a good thing | have 
a good appetite, then.” 


This is the true meaning of Christmas. Being curled up on 
the sofa with someone you love. Watching TV in a room with 
a log burner. Smelling the turkey cooking in the other room 
and knowing you’re going to feast with the best people in 
your life. That’s everything I’ve been missing out on, and 
everything | finally get to experience. | meant it when I told 
Eloise | don’t need gifts. This is more than enough to make 
me want to smile. 

When we eventually sit at the table for the food, my 
stomach is rumbling and my heart is full. We all pull crackers 
and share the jokes inside as though yesterday didn’t even 


happen. We wear paper party hats and quickly dismiss the 
terrible gifts inside each cracker. 


And then we stuff ourselves silly. If | closed my eyes right 
now, | wouldn’t even know that Jacob keeps looking at me 
nervously. | wouldn’t have a clue that the people around me 
fear my presence and what it'll mean for them. All I know 
right now is happiness and ease and love. Eloise keeps 
looking up at me across the table and it fills my heart with 
lust and love. She’s finally mine. And nothing can stand in 
our way. 

Jacob stands up abruptly as we finish our meal and my heart 
stops for a minute. His face is a blank canvas. Is it possible 
he’s changed his mind? 


“| have some things to say,” he says in a cold tone. | 
exchange a glance with Eloise and sense the nerves in her 
expression. She thinks this is going to go badly for us too, 
despite the fact that we’ve just spent the last hour laughing 
and joking with him. 

“Go ahead,” | tell him with a nod. He takes a deep breath. 


“I'll admit...l’ve had some difficulty coming to terms with 
what’s unfolding in front of me today. When you came to our 
house, Marco...] wasn’t expecting my daughter to fall in love. 
Especially not with a man like you.” 


| feel sick to my stomach. It feels like he’s about to go ona 
hurtful rant declaring that I’m not good enough for his 
daughter. But he surprises me when he offers me the ghost 
of a smile. 


“But that was before | spent this meal with you. Before | got 
to experience you at your best. With no tension between us 
and no unspoken hate for things that happened long 
ago...now, | have nothing left to make me believe that you’re 
the villain | created in my head. As far as | can tell...you’ve 
been truthful about the man you are, not the man | once 
perceived you to be. And I’m sorry for judging you do 


quickly. You’ve made my daughter happy. You’ve shown my 
wife kindness and compassion...and you've never once 
punished me for the way I’ve treated you. You’re our guest 
now...and you’re welcome here for as long as you need.” 


Eloise is smiling with pride. | can’t help smiling too as Jacob 
regards me. | can see now that | belong here. I’m not just a 
stray coming in from the cold. I’ve earned a place at this 
table with these people. And it feels good. 


“Thank you, Jacob...but while I’ve got you all here, I’d love to 
tell you all about my plans for the future.” | clear my throat. 
“| know that Eloise still needs to finish her law degree...so in 
that time, I’m going to find a job and get some money 
together. I’m going to make sure that when she finishes, I’ve 
made a life for us. We're going to raise a family in a good 
house. l'Il make sure it’s close by so that we can be near 
you...and | swear, l'Il prove myself to you all.” 


“You already have,” Eloise says softly, smiling. “And while 
we're talking of the future. I’ve got a surprise for everyone.” 


She pushes a small rectangular box across the table toward 
me. | smile at her. 


“| thought you didn’t get me a gift?” 
She grins mischievously at me. “Well, this is kind of a last 


minute thing for a good reason. | thought maybe it might be 
a present for the whole family.” 


| open the box with curiosity, wondering what could possibly 
be such a last minute gift. But when I see what she’s given 
me, my face lights up with love and happiness. Inside is a 
fast response pregnancy test with a positive reading. 
Everything we thought to be true has finally been 
confirmed. I’m going to be a dad...Eloise is going to bea 
Mom. 


“I'm pregnant,” Eloise announces with excitement. Her 
mother screeches in delight and her father covers his mouth 
in shock. Both of them immediately get up from their seats 


to hug and kiss their daughter and | simply sit where | am, 
revelling in pure joy. 
| have everything | could ever need. 


EPILOGUE 


Eloise 


When life comes together, it takes on a new light. When you 
look out of the window in the morning, you always see the 
sun shining through, even when there are clouds. If you’ve 
had a bad day, you remember that there’s someone you can 
go home to and talk to. When you're in a class that seems 
never-ending, there’s always one thought that will keep you 
going....the face of the man you love, or the baby growing in 
your stomach, or the future that lies ahead of you. 


That’s how it’s been these past eight months. Now, as | leave 
my law lecture, my man is waiting to pick me up and take 
me home. | waddle out, my stomach swollen and heavy, but 
| don’t mind at all. In a few weeks, we'll have a baby girl, 

and nothing else in the world will matter. Not that I'll be 
saggy from the birth, or that it'll probably be the most 
painful experience of my life. l'II have a child and a 
boyfriend and a family that loves me. 

Life really has come together. 


Marco gets out of his car to help me into the passenger seat. 
People look at us as we go about our day. | know there are 
people who don’t approve. He’s a forty-two year old ex-mafia 
man, born with an Italian twang to his voice and a body sent 
from God. I’m a twenty-two year old girl who is still in 
college and I’m already pregnant with his baby. People look 
and they speculate about us, but | don’t give a damn. I’ve 
known for such a long time that he’s the only man l'Il ever 
love. And I can’t wait to have his child. 


“How was your day, baby?” he asks me as he helps me with 
my seatbelt. Pregnancy has made even the smallest tasks 


difficult, and he knows how tired I’ve been trying to keep up 
with my studies while carrying my baby. But | smile as | reply 
to him. 


“It’s better now that I’m back with you but it was an 
interesting lecture. | felt as though | managed to get my 
head around the topic for once...that’s a first.” 


He kisses the top of my head. “Nonsense. You’re the 
smartest woman | know. You’re not struggling...you’re just 
learning.” 


| smile to myself as he rounds the car to get in the driver’s 
seat. | never expected him to be the sort for inspirational 
quotes, but without him and his encouragement, | don’t 
think I’d have gotten through the past eight months. He 
always knows how to make things better. If he’d died in that 
warehouse, | would’ve never recovered. This pregnancy 
would’ve felt harder, knowing that my child’s father would 
never be around to see them. Our future would’ve been 
shattered. That’s why I’ve learned to be grateful for 
everything we share together. Now, as we take it one day at 
a time, | Know we can get through anything life throws at us. 


“How was your day?” | ask him. His life is looking very 
different these days. He’s picked up a job as a local car 
mechanic at a grotty garage to make us some money in the 
day, and then he works at a casino at night, dealing cards to 
poker players. He saved enough to buy us a car and to puta 
downpayment on our first property all on his own. It’s not 
the job he dreamed of, and he works long hours to make up 
for my lack of a job, but he does it for us, and for that, | 
couldn't be more grateful. 


“It was fine. | went to see your parents this morning and fix 
their leaky sink. Then | went to work. The guys at the garage 
wanted to go for a beer but | said I’d rather come home and 
see my beautiful girlfriend.” 


I’m glowing with pride. | know he’s refusing the night at a 
bar because we have no money and he’s spent it all on gas 
for the car, healthy groceries for me, and a comfortable bed 
for me to sleep on, but it makes me so proud of him knowing 
he’s done all of this on his own, for the sake of our family. 
Our lives are simple, our lives are difficult at times, but we 
have each other. 


Of course, my parents have offered to help us out. They’ve 
tried to give us money plenty of times, but Marco won't take 
it. He’s far too proud. And | admire him for it. | know he’d 
rather make his own way in life, even though he started 
without a penny to his name. He’s never had a normal job, 
and he’s never had money untainted by mafia business. But 
now, in eight months, with a little help from my savings, he’s 
made everything work for us. 


“Oh babe you could’ve gone, you know. We could afford a 
few beers.” 


He shakes his head with a smile. “It’s alright. | have 
something special planned for us tonight at the house. It’s 
not often | have a night off from the casino, after all. | 
thought we’d take a drive before going home.” 


| frown. It’s unlike him to suggest something like that. Not 
because he’s disinterested in the romantic notion, but rather 
because it costs extra money on gas. But I’m okay with it. 
When it’s just me and him together, the world feels right. 


It’s getting dark outside as we drive around. Our car is so old 
that it has a tape deck so we listen to some old cassettes we 
found and chat. When we go quite, we just listen to the 
music. He’s never been a big talker and | don’t mind that. 
His presence is always enough for me. 


When we eventually get to the house, it’s dark and there’s a 
light on upstairs in our little home. It’s odd that Marco would 
leave the lights on too, but | don’t question it because he’s 
got a huge smile on his face. | cock my head to the side. 


“What’s going on with you today?” | ask him suspiciously. He 
shrugs secretively, smiling. 


“Nothing. Am | not allowed to smile?” 
“You are...out you never do.” 


He chuckles, which is another strange thing to hear from 
him. The man I’ve fallen in love with is more serious than 
most and | love that. But it’s also nice to see this other side 
to him when it comes out. | saw it when I told him we were 
having a baby. | saw it after we had sex for the first time, and 
in the weeks of freedom after Christmas last year. But 
tonight...l’m not sure why I’m seeing this. 


He scoots back around the side of the car to help me out and 
we head inside. He seems eager to head upstairs, and | can 
guess why. Not a day passes when we don’t have sex. It’s 
been more difficult since I’ve gotten bigger from the 
pregnancy, but we're still at it all the time. But as | follow 
him upstairs, | see him head into the room that’s going to 
the nursery. | sigh. Another thing on the list of things to do, 
we’re completely unprepared for the arrival of our baby. But 
when | enter the nursery, my jaw drops. 


The room has been decorated with yellow wallpaper that has 
daisies on it. The carpet has been laid down and there’s a 
crib in the corner. It looks brand new, and so do the toys 
Surrounding it. It wasn’t like this in the morning when | left 
the house, so | can barely believe what I’m seeing now. It’s 
like it’s been made over by a DIY show. 


“Baby, how did you manage this in one day?” | exclaim. 
Marco comes to stand beside me, kissing my cheek as he 
wraps his arms around me. 


“My buddies from work had a day off while the garage is 
being done up, they came over and helped me get it all 
ready. And then all our friends and family pitched together 
for the toys. | made the crib myself.” 


| cover my mouth to hide my shock. He never fails to 
surprise me. He steers me towards it and | look at it more 
carefully. He’s painted daisies on it to match the walls, and 
he’s even engraved something on the middle of the crib. 
When | look closer, it spells a name. 


“Elena.” | breathe. It’s so perfect. The best name for our little 
girl, even though we haven’t met her yet. Marco looks 
pleased that | seem happy with it. 


“| know we discusses a few names...but | kept this one in the 
back of my mind the whole time. Something about it 
felt...right. But if you don’t like it, we can change it.” 


“No, | love it,” | insist. | lean in to kiss his lips and I can feel 
him smiling as we make out. This average day just gota 
million times better. He knows me inside and out, and he 
must’ve known how much I’d love the name. It feels so 
personal and special that | know l'Il be telling our daughter 
the story of how she was named for years. She'll be sick of 
hearing it, but l'Il never tire of the romance of it all. Marco 
has proved once again that he’s the perfect man. 


“This was such a nice surprise,” | murmur against his lips. 
“Thank you, baby. It’s such a lovely gesture, you’ve made 
my day.” 

“It’s not over yet,” he growls mysteriously, nipping my 
bottom lip with his teeth. | can feel his arousal as he presses 
up against me. “Come with me.” 


| let him take my hand and take me through the hallway. Our 
bedroom door is closed which also strikes me as odd. It 
becomes clear that there’s something else waiting for me 
behind the door. 


“What’s with all the surprises?” | say with a happy laugh. 
“You're killing me with the suspense.” 

“Then come with me, baby but close your eyes. You'll thank 
me after.” 


| do as he asks. l'Il always obey his every command. | trust 

him to know what he’s doing when he leads me somewhere 
with my eyes closed. If he’s organized a surprise, it’s going 
to be good. | just can’t imagine what it might be. 


He lets go of my hand and I’m about to open my eyes when | 
feel his lips close to my ear. 

“Not yet, baby,” he says, running his hand down my back, 
“PI tell you when.” 


| wait as patiently as | can. Elena is kicking inside me, 
clearly feeling the excitement as much as I am. | hear Marco 
shuffling around for a few minutes before he returns to my 
side and begins to rub my back soothingly. 

“Okay...you Can open your eyes now.” 

| do as he asks. And blink in amazement. Our bedroom has 
been sparse since we bought the house, with just a bed in 
the center of it, but now, the entire room is lit with candles 
that are scattered around the room. On the bed, there are 
rose petals and the room smells like something sweet like 
perfume. It takes me a moment to realize it’s incense. | turn 
to Marco in shock. 

“Baby...what is this?” 

He’s smiling too much for this to be any normal romantic 
night. This is something else. He takes one of my hands in 
his. 

“| have something to ask you.” 

My heart is racing like crazy as | watch him get down on one 
knee. | cover my mouth in shock. This day is one long stream 
of surprises, but I’m loving it. He looks into my eyes and 
smiles. Now | understand why he’s so much happier than 
normal. Now I see why he’s so full of life. 

He’s going to ask me to be his wife. 


“Baby...| fell for you the day | was forced to break into your 
parents house for shelter. | wasn’t looking for love, but love 


found me. You showed up and | knew straight away what | 
wanted from our future. I’ve made you mine, body and soul, 
but now | want to make you mine in the last way possible...in 
the eyes of the law and God.” 


| laugh in surprise. He’s never been one for speeches, but 
this one is going swimmingly well. He caresses my hand. 
“Now, | don’t have a ring. | can’t afford to give you one that 
you deserve. But if you say yes to me today then | promise 
you so l'Il give much more than | can offer you right this 
second. | know that to stay with me is to take a chance...but 
it’s commitment in every sense possible. Getting this house 
was work for us, but it’s been such an adventure. So some 
day, I'll give you the perfect engagement ring. And on the 
day | marry you, there will be music and flowers and a 
beautiful dress for you to wear. Our little girl will havea 
bridesmaid dress fit for a princess. It’ll be incredible...all | 
need to make my dream complete and perfect...is for you to 
say yes. So with that in mind...will you marry me? Will you 
make this poor man feel rich? Will you wait with patience for 
the future of our dreams?” 


| feel tears in my eyes. | had no idea he felt this way. Hasn’t 
he realized that he’s more than enough for me? | don’t need 
the fancy ring. | don’t need a big house. There’s plenty of 
room here for us and our baby. | don’t even need an 
engagement ring to feel complete. 


But of course, I’m going to say yes. 


“Marco...of course l'Il marry you. But all those things you've 
promised me...we don’t need them. All | need is for you to 
stay with me forever. | need your protection and your love, 
not diamond rings and piles of cash. You had money once, 
and you left it behind for an honest life...this is the way 
things should be. But baby...we could elope tomorrow if you 
wanted. | don’t need a big white wedding.” 


Marco blinks in surprise. “Do you mean that?” 


| smile as tears spill down my cheeks. “Of course. Baby, this 
is perfect. You, me, hand in hand...hell, | don’t even need a 
ring. l'II marry you...but it’s a formality at this point. I’m 
yours and you’re mine. We're soulmates, bonded for life. | 
don’t need a ring on my finger to prove that point.” 


He’s smiling as he rises to his feet to kiss my lips. | sink into 
him, feeling my heart full of love and pride. Every day, he’s 
proving to me what a man he is. He’s showing me how much 
love he holds in his heart. He’s giving everything to me and 
more. 

And with this much love in my heart, my baby in my 
stomach and his hand in mine, | Know l'Il never ever feel 
alone again. 


EXTENDED EPILOGUE 


Marco 
Fifteen years later 


Time moves differently when you have things to live for. 
You're not just slogging through life anymore, waiting for 
your next drink or your paycheck to come through. You’re 
not just waiting for something to change to make life better. 
| discovered that the moment that | found Eloise and fell in 
love. 


But | imagined things would change through the years. 
People talk about how you slowly fall out of love as you get 
older. You stop being so affectionate. Life passes you by 
without much meaning. But that’s never happened to me 
and Eloise. We didn’t knock the walls of our relationship 
down, we built them up together. And now we have 
everything. I’ve learned when you have a family, a love, a 
life, you truly learn the meaning of being happy. And that’s 
what | am. 

The past fifteen years have flown by. | feel like each time | 
blink, another day has passed in a blur. | sometimes wonder 
if l'm going to be able to remember it all, but | keep it all 
crammed into my head because | don’t want to miss a 
moment. When | feel something slipping away from me, | sit 
on our front porch with a coffee and talk about our past, our 
present and our future with Eloise. 


Eloise...she hasn’t changed a bit. As | wake up on this 
Christmas morning, | can already hear her downstairs with 
Elena, Rosa and Ginanna. We've been blessed with three 
beautiful girls, and they’re all downstairs right now, 


squabbling over morning pancakes. They’re always up early 
on Christmas morning, desperate to open presents, even 
now that Elena is a teenager and the other two will soon 
start high school too. And every Christmas morning, Eloise 
keeps them calm and quiet so | can lie in for a little. It’s the 
one day of the year that doesn’t keep me busy these days. 


| head downstairs in our huge house. While Eloise hasn’t 
changed a bit, our house certainly has. Since then, my life 
has had a major turnaround. I’ve gone from a criminal to a 
high earning owner of a casino. | managed to buy a huge 
family home perfect for raising my family, and perfect so 
that Eloise and | can both work from home. Now that she’s a 
lawyer helping ex-mafia cons out with their cases, she has 
little time, especially with the kids as well, but we make it 
work. We all make time for one another because that’s what 
family is about, after all. 


My girls are at the table when | enter the dining room. Eloise 
beams at me and gets up to kiss me. 


“Merry Christmas, baby,” she says. She’s glowing as usual. | 
know she got to bed late last night after spending all night 
working a case and then wrapping presents. | Know she must 
be exhausted, but she’s all smiles. That’s the woman | fell in 
love with. The sunshine when I’m a constant cloud. | 
sometimes feel like Beauty and the Beast...she makes me 
the best version of myself. And even after all these years, 
after having three kids, her body is perfect. I’ve gotten used 
to the involuntary boners she gives me every time | see her. 
But that’s alright, because every single night, we find time 
to give each other a sweet release whether it’s a quickie 
against the wall, or a long luxurious session in the shower, or 
a standard fuck in our bed after a long hard day, we do it all 
the time. And it still feels just as good as the first time. 

Elena is on her phone and the other two are gabbing away, 
so we have a second to embrace and enjoy the moment. It’s 
moments like this when we’re hugging, stealing precious 


seconds of touching each other that | crave more than 
anything. | love all my girls, but their mother is the love of 
my life. Being in her presence is a need, not a want. | miss 
her so much when we're apart at work, but the life we’ve 
made together is perfect. | wouldn’t trade it for the world. 


| kiss each of my girls on the head and wish them a Merry 
Christmas, though they try to duck away from me. They’re at 
that funny age where they feel like they have to pretend to 
hate their parents, but when they all disappear from the 
room, | Know they’ve gone to fetch the present they bought 
me with their pocket money. | grin to myself. | know them 
better than they know themselves. 


Eloise appears at my side to kiss my cheek. “Smiling? Must 
be a special occasion.” 


| roll my eyes. It’s very much a running joke now that the 
whole family’s in on, but it still makes me smile even wider. 
Eloise is the one person who can truly bring out this feeling 
in me. Some part of me is still running from a dark past, 
certain that all of this might be taken from me in one swoop. 
But every day | remind myself that this is a life | made from 
the ground up. It took hard work, commitment and 
dedication. But here we are. 

“Well, everyone’s got to smile occasionally,” | say jovially. 
“Especially when they’re about to get a Christmas present.” 
The girls return with something large and square wrapped in 
paper. | tut at them as they hand it to me. 

“Girls...you know we're supposed to leave presents for later, 
when your grandparents arrive.” 


“We know,” Rosa says shyly, “but we wanted you to open it 
right away...it’s for your office with Mom. We thought it 
would be nice.” 

Eloise and | exchange a glance. She shrugs in confusion. 


“Don’t look at me...they picked it out themselves. | don’t 
know what it is.” 


Usually, she helps them out with the gifts they buy, but 
apparently not this time. | tear open the paper quickly, 
excited to see what the girls have come up with. Gianna 
cranes her neck in interest, desperate for me to get to the 
contents. Eloise takes the excess paper to the bin while | 
examine what’s inside. 


It’s a huge photo frame made up of a bunch of printed 
photographs. They date from the past ten years, when Elena 
was old enough to get obsessed with disposable cameras 
and start taking pictures. There are some just of me and 
Eloise, but most include the whole family. There’s a few of 
Elena holding the babies when they were newborns. There 
are several of family holidays when we finally had the 
money to take the girls on trips. There are also some of 
Eloise’s parents, who completely dote on the girls and take 
them out all the time. My heart aches for a moment. | never 
had a childhood like they did. From the moment I was born, | 
learned to take care of myself. There was no one to teach me 
the things I’ve taught my own kids. | spot a picture of me 
teaching Rosa to ride a bike and recall teaching myself on 
my neighbor’s bike back in Italy. These are the things | 
missed out on. 

There was a time when | thought my lack of experience 
would make me a bad father. | had nothing to compare my 
experience too, all l’d known was a cold shoulder and fists 
beating down on me. I'd never let that happen to my girls. 
I'd never lay a hand on anyone again, after the life I’ve led. 
But now I’ve got everything | told myself | wasn’t worthy of. 
My sweet girls have put this collage together because I’m 
good at my job. | might’ve spent half my life in the mafia, 
but my real life began with them. With Eloise, too. It started 
with getting clean of my old self and reinventing my life 
until it was something to be proud of. 


“Daddy? Do you like it?” Elena asks. | can tell she cares 
about the answer, too. My girl...the one who is so often 


pretending to be nonchalant toward me and Eloise...she 
wants my approval. She wants to know I’m happy. And now | 
can feel tears springing to my eyes. 


| guess I’ve gotten soft in my old age. | sniff, examining the 
pictures more closely. | might not have had what they have 
but | gave them this life. | made them happy, and they make 
me happy in return. | have to stop thinking | need to run. | 
can stand perfectly still and keep everything close to my 
heart. 

“| love it,” | tell the girls, reaching for Eloise’s waist as | 
balance the collage on my knee. “What do you think, baby?” 


She pretends to regard it with a critical eye. “Hmm...| think 
this will look wonderful above our desktop. It’s lovely, girls. 
You’ve put so much effort in. We love it.” 


| lean the collage against the wall and open my arms to hug 
the girls. They all rush to me in one go, hanging on to my 
waist the way they did when they were toddlers. In those 
days, I’d pick them up and spin them around like they were 
light as a feather, but somehow, it feels like | never stopped 
spinning. This life is coming at me hard and fast. It’s 
constantly surprising me. It’s sweeping me off my feet and 
stresses me out at times, but it’s full of all the things I’ve 
craved for so long. Happiness. Comfort, Stability. And most 
importantly, love. 

| catch Eloise’s eye and she gazes back at me with love in 
her expression. | can see her reflecting on how much we’ve 
grown and how far we've come. We're not those virtual 
strangers lusting after one another in secret anymore. Our 
love doesn’t carry the same risks it did when it was born. But 
it holds something better. 


The promise of eternity. 
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